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There is no better lifestyle then being able to hunt a deer, fish a walleye, 


harvest waterfowl or raise one’s own steer, and then see it all come full 


circle when that wild game or free range meat, seasoned to perfection, 


is displayed in the middle of a table filled with friends and family. 
We were Born to Provide! 
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Q EDITOR S CALL By Skip Knowles 


Silver Linings 


IT’S TRUE, this has been an awful year, but there's a 
bright spot. Combine a meat shortage with legions of 
folks suddenly having time on their hands, and unable to 
go to the NBA playoffs games, and BOOM! Lots of new 
boots are hitting the fields this year. Only a few states like 
Florida and California have not seen an increase. 

Most have seen a spike in hunting license sales, with 
New York doubling turkey, big game and trapping licenses 
and a 105% increase in hunter safety tests. Duck and goose 
hunters have been increasing since 2016, and a record was 
set for background checks in March. So many people are 
crowding state wildlife areas in Colorado they passed a law 
mandating purchase of a hunting or fishing license just to 
enter one. 

We need to welcome these tenderfoots. I know it's a 
little cringe-inducing to think of more hunters vying for 
public land and licenses. We must make the best of it. Fact 
is, we need it. Intelligent management of our wild places 


requires money, and the long decline in hunter participa- 
tion hurts us all. You don’t want more guys in your duck 
hole, sure, but if hunters continue to shrink as a percentage 
of the overall population, we all know what the political 
implications of that are. No bueno. 

My wife has a friend at work who has never hunted and 
drew four tags this year, big game mostly, and I sighed at the 
news and thought how Western draws are getting tough. 
But we must embrace these neophytes and get them going 
in the right direction, so they don't skybust or shoot your 
swing birds or drown their mixed-Lab/ Dachshund making 
it fetch ducks...("but he's part bird dog...") 

Besides, newbies are entertaining. I took my wife Breezy 
out to shoot doves for a tv show a couple years back. She'd 
never hunted, but started cracking birds with a 28 gauge 
like a pro on a tough, windy day. But then I kept hearing 
her shoot and I'd turn around and see no bird. 

"Dang, missed," she said. The third time, I spun around 


© Skip Knowles 
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at her first shot, again saw no bird, 
but looked where she was pointing as 
she racked off two more. (She always 
takes it to the plug). A dove, flying 
the opposite side of the field, 200+ 
yards away. 

“Honey that gun will shoot about 
30 yards,” I said. 

“Oh,” she shrugged. "Maybe you 
could tell people." 

Ten to one you know somebody 
who has been wanting to hunt. Set 
aside a weekend for these pilgrims. 
They are SO grateful, they'll never 
forget it, and it's all more fun with 
friends. I got a reminder on a crane 
hunt with the Langbells in this issue 
(photo). It will expand your own hori- 
zons, like that hunt did. 

And what a year to welcome new- 
bies. With a 70 percent increase in 
moisture in the Dakotas, it was per- 
fect for duck production, and I heard 
only good reports for early teal. Sur- 
veys were cancelled due to Covid but 
observed brood counts were high all 
over the U.S. side ofthe PPR. Cranes 


and geese are at all-time highs, if 
you re chasing our "big game." 

Plenty of birds out there. Baby 
boomers make up a third of all hunt- 
ers and are aging out of the sport. 
Most kids in youth programs are 
children of hunters, so those admira- 
ble programs help our heritage, but 
aren't reaching new people. 

Studies prove if you introduce a 
mature person to the hunting life, 
college-age or more, they are much 
more likely to stick with it. 

Hey, I’m guilty. Several 40-some- 
thing buddies have hinted that they 
do appreciate the meat and jerky I 
give them, but they'd like to be more 
than my snowboard and mountain 
biking buddies. They want to hunt. 

I took one of them out and we damn 
near got him a crack at a big public 
land bull elk the first morning. We wit- 
nessed a poacher and reported it, and 
also saw lots of legal bucks. Plus...it 
was dang fun, and he bought me a bot- 
tle of good whisky. Like many, I also 
have these three youngsters to train to 











do more than fetch. They lose their 
minds to shoot bows in the yard. Last 
summer, I took a group of New York- 
ers who were mostly scared of guns 
out to the range and let them blow up 
watermelons with Tannerite. They all 
had a riot and view guns differently. 

It’s so contagious. My oldest son 
is 34 and a mountain man, trudging 
around Utah with my old .270 and a 
pump 12 gauge. He got many of his 
fraternity brothers involved. One is a 
chef who loves the adventure and on 
fire for any wild meat. He taught me 
how to flash-sear ducks in garlic but- 
ter in a cast iron pan, then throw it 
all in the oven, and also how to cold 
smoke birds (soooo delicious). 

The time is ripe to gain new hunt- 
ing partners. Nate Corley (Fowl 
Thoughts), has a hilarious tribute to 
waterfowling buddies this issue. Life 
is out there. . 


У» Taught anyone the ways of the 
woods? Send us a photo to: 
skip.knowleseoutdoorsg.com 


Mazatlan Duck Hunt 


"Honeymoon Duck Hunt" enjoyed by hunters and non-hunters alike. Fast-paced morning 
shoots, beautiful species, hunters return to luxurious Mexico resort before noon. Plentiful 
fun activities or do nothing but soak it up. But forget snow, the only 1ce 1s in margaritas. 
Contact Ramsey Russell to discuss the best south-of-the-border duck hunts. 
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Serious waterfowlers choose Stoeger 

When cold wind is pelting your face with sleet and icicles 

are forming on your blind, you need a rugged shotgun that 
functions reliably in extreme weather. Stoeger’s M3500 and 
M3020 semiautomatic shotguns feature our legendary Inertia 
Driven? system and enjoy a solid reputation for affordable 
dependability in a wide range of hunting conditions. Veteran 
duck and goose hunters will attest to the way they resist water, 
dirt and snow to deliver consistent patterns on-target, shot 
after shot. Because when wings set and the birds are gliding in, 














M3020, 
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you want a gun that's everything you are — tough, consistent 
and accurate. Ask your firearm dealer to show you a Stoeger 
M3500 or M3020 semiautomatic shotgun and experience 
the fit, balance and sturdy construction that make them the 
logical choice for waterfowlers. StoegerIndustries.com 
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ON LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 


Fathers & Heroes 


Dear Editor Skip Knowles, 


I wanted to say I really enjoyed your editor’s column 
about your father. My dad did not have much money 
when we were coming up (nor now) but he took what he 
had and we often were prowling swamps, creeks, and riv- 
ers back then to find bait, crawfish, turtles and everything 
else. We caught a lot of smaller but cool fish and ate very 
well. I learned a lot and now I see the sacrifices my dad 
made for us by not getting a big boat and taking the time 
to spend with us versus his buddies. I appreciate your 
article. Made me think a lot of him. I find myself doing 
the same for my kids now. Takes a good dad to make 
one I guess. Keep having fun with your kids. I know you 
wrote about your daughter dove hunting. I have two 


daughters and they hunt with me but are now older—18 
and 20. The 18-year-old raises Labs now and is starting 
her own kennel soon. She is two litters in and doing the 
hunt tests herself. 


Take care, 
— Mark Fike, King George, VA 


SK: Thanks Mark. If you are fortunate enough to have had 

a mentor that made the time for you and put you first as a 
child, your life would not feel complete if you did not do the 
same for your offspring or any youngsters with that yearning 
and potential. Thanks for writing. 


WILDFOWL and The Fowl Life are teaming up for an ж ШК E FOW 
celebration and ИШ Н И НКЕ а, 


With guests like Fred Zink, Rob Roberts, Kelley Powers, Tony Vandemore, and a panel of experts from 
brands you love such as Banded, Benelli, Federal Premium, Jargon Calls, Avian X, and many more. 


SEARCH THE FOWL LIFE - LISTEN ON YOUR PODCAST APP 


| Apple Podcasts 
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Pintail Paranoia 


A declining population and tight bag limits have waterfowlers 


wotried about the Northern Pintail. By Jace Bauserman 


IN MOST DUCK CAMPS, a pair of 
birds get all the love, and for good 
reason. They re gorgeous! Few sights 
in the waterfowl woods compare to 
an orange-feet-down greenhead hov- 
ering over a spread of well-placed 
fakes or the long sprig of a whistling 
pintail. Both species are cherished by 
the duck hunrer. 

The problem is, while mallard 
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populations continue to thrive, the 
northern pintail has fallen on hard 
times. It’s these hard times that have 
forced the USFWS, as well as state 
game and fish agencies, to reduce 
the bag limit on pintails in most areas, 
and according to DU's Chief Scientist, 
Dr. Tom Moorman, those bag limits 
aren t likely to broaden much in the 
coming years. 
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"Ihe pintail is the most unique of 
all puddle ducks," said Moorman. 
“The pintail is circumpolar, meaning 
they will breed all across the northern 
hemisphere. In North America, the 
ducks breed from northern Alaska 
to James Bay. We get a few arctic 
breeders as well, but the core of the 
breeding population that supports 
the bulk of the harvest comes from 
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the prairies of Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
Montana and the Dakotas. This is the 
engine of the pintail production area 
of North America.” 


HOW DID THAT ENGINE BREAK? 
Pintails live long lives, and if they 
don't pull off a successful nest, they 
will often not re-nest. A mallard or 
a blue-winged teal will re-nest, mul- 
tiple times if needed. Pintails won t. 
Because pintails have a long lifes- 
pan, they put all of their eggs into 
pulling off an annual clutch. 

“If something happens to that 
nest, Moorman noted, "they often 
won't re-nest. That clutch is just lost 
for the year." 

As agriculture production has 
increased in the prairie region, more 
and more pintail nests are lost each 
year, which presents a serious chal- 
lenge to waterfowl managers when 
it comes to harvest numbers. 

“Since the last glaciation, pintails 
have adapted a preference for short 
and mid-grass prairie,” Moorman 
added. “Much of that land over the 
years has been converted to agricul- 
tural land, which presents a serious 
problem for the pintail.” 

Wheat is a big cash-crop in the 
prairie region, and when nesting 
pintails arrive in April, that stubble 
very much resembles short prairie 
grass. Birds nest in these fields, and 
just about the time of incubation, the 
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producer comes along and plants his 
spring crop. 

“This production destroys a lot of 
pintail nests, and sadly, we see mature 
hens take a hit as well,” Moorman 
said. “This gives us a two-fold issue.” 

So, why wasn't this pintail nesting 
problem a big deal in the past when 
numbers hoovered around the eight- 
million mark? 

Into the early 1990's, especially in 
Canada, farmers used a procedure 
called summer fallow. Farmers would 
harvest their wheat in September or 
October, and then leave their field fal- 
low through the following summer. 
This allowed pintails to use the har- 
vested fields to pull off a successful 
nest. This method has gone by the 
wayside. 

In addition to the lack of summer 
fallow, farmers are expanding their 
agricultural boundaries, which means 
a tremendous loss of additional prairie 
nesting habitat. 

| "Farmers have changed their prac- 
tices,’ said Moorman. “We see a 
steady, annual intensive cropping. 
They harvest in October and start 
tilling and/or planting in the spring. 
A lot of the farming is no-till, but that 
doesn't really help the pintail. We are 
talking about millions of acres of sum- 
mer-fallow land that was once ideal 
for pintail nesting. Now that land is 
being aggressively farmed, and the 
ducks can't pull offa successful hatch. 
They are in an ecological trap. They 
show up in mid-April, key in on the 
stubble and the nest gets destroyed. 
This means the pintail's glacial adap- 
tation is now working against them." 


WHAT'S BEING DONE 

DU and its many conservation part- 
ners are on the case. The struggle 
comes when trying to save land that 
is making money for agricultural 
producers. 

"Its a hard situation,’ Moorman 
said. “One thing we are really focused 
on is working with the agricultural 
producers in the area. The one 
method we know will work, if we can 
get producers to adapt the process, is 
switching to winter wheat.” 

Most wheat in Canada is spring- 
seeded and harvested in the fall. 
Producers that adopt a winter-wheat 
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DUCK STAMP KING DIES AT AGE 100 .................... 


A five-time winner of the Federal Duck Stamp painting competition—a stand- 
ing record— Maynard Reece passed away on July 11, 2020. While Reece's 
most remembered piece will forever be his 1959 duck stamp, which shows 
the official moniker of Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation stamp, 
Reece’s artistic talent and his love for wildlife and the outdoors аге forever 


etched in waterfowl lore. 


YAMAHA DOES MORE .............------“--““--- a 


Yamaha Motor Corp., USA continues its efforts to make = 
better than ever. The manufacturers latest outdoor access initiative grant 
supports a wide range of outdoor recreation projects, from OHV staging area 
maintenance and infrastructure development to trail rehabilitation, signage 
and mapping. 
“Mirroring the goals of vamaha's outdoor access initiative, the recent 
passing of the Great American Outdoors Act will help public-land managers 
across the country tackle the enormous backlog of necessary maintenance 
iects, allowing everyone to continue enjoying Our 


and conservation pro} 
nation’s lands,” said Steve Nessl, Yamaha's motorsports marketing manager. 
elerate the effort in restoring Ameril- 


"Yamaha OAI funds can extend and acc 

can's lands, supporting safe and sustainable outdoor recreation and access 
for all. Work-ready community or outdoor enthusiast organizations with an 
interest in land stewardship for outdoor recreation are encouraged to reach 


out to us for help.” 


РОМЕ ОЕАГ sse tenente 
On August 4, 2020, President Trump inked his promise to help restore, Con- 
serve and protect America’s public lands. The signing of the Great American 


Outdoors Act will provide 4 9-billion dollars per year over a Spar of five 


years to fund deferred maintenance projects identified by the National Park 


Service, the U.S. Forest Service, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Bureau 


of Land Management and the Bureau of Indian Education. 
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Featuring a sports antioxidant cocktail designed 
Гог post-exercise recovery and bragging rights. 


Eukanuba’ 


Learn More at EukanubaSportingDog.com 
@eukanubasportingdog 


© Mars and its Affiliates 2020. Al! Rights Reserved. 
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CONSERVATION CORNER 


program plant wheat in the fall, hope 
for a moist winter, and then when 
the pintails arrive in spring, they 
have a few inches of green-growing 
wheat that won't be harvested until 
mid-summer. 


FIFTH FLYWAY (continued 





However, there are challenges with AVIAN BOTULIS ТУГ т» Mie E 
ео The worst case of Avian Botulism in 40 years at the Klamath al bis 
tion groups are seeing about one- to Wildlife Refuge in California has killed more than 40,000 waterfowl an 
two-million acres of winter wheat shorebirds. Botulism occurs naturally in the soil of the area, but 1. у 
in the Canadian provinces, which is warm temperatures and drought brought It out earlier than Бем пй 
Du CODO det past summer. Low water, nearby wildfires and continuing heat ha he 
кеге ps n the ducks closer together which only hastened its spread. This can ha 

DU к мыло уу serious effect on the bird numbers we see this season. 


of Saskatchewan, have worked to 

develop strains of winter wheat that LET ‘EM NEST 
are better adapted to the climate and aie 
conditions in prairie Canada,” said 
Moorman. “The issue becomes get- 
ting land owners to use these strains 
and giving them a strain that will 
provide them a bottom-line income 
equivalent to what their used to mak- 
ing. You run into different yields as 
well as different diseases and the like.” 
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is the max speed of the 
green-winged teal. 


1951, 1959, 1969 and 1971 were the years Maynard 
Reece won the Federal Duck Stamp art competition. 


years ago in Egypt, geese were the first type of 
poultry domesticated by humans for food. 


was the age of the oldest living Brant. It was 
female, and it had been banded in Alaska 
and was recovered In Washington. 


| E | Is the amount of separate skin muscles most 
waterfowl have to help with feather control. 








—more than one-quarter their body weight— 
is the amount of fat buffleheads store up to 
prepare for their annual migration. 
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With predator populations on the rise an 
prairie pothole region, duck nestin 
reason, Delta Waterfowl Is waging We 
Management Plan uses professional trappers 
in areas of high-breeding duck densities. 
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d increased agriculture in the 


g habitat is taking a serious hit. For this 


r on predators. Delta s Predator 
to reduce predator numbers 


Of course, Ducks Unlimited, Delta 
Waterfowl and others continue to 
boost pintail and other puddle duck 
nesting habitat through conserva- 
tion easements and the like. Another 
method that’s being employed is 
keeping cattle on nesting grounds. 

Ducks and cattle do quite well 
together, particularly when cattle 
producers partner with conserva- 
tion groups to focus on grazing tech- 
niques. This is especially important for 
the pintail. Pintails don’t need much 
grass to pull off a clutch. They need 
a few clumps here and there. Cattle 
keep the native grasses grazed down, 
which makes the landscape more 
appealing to looking-to-nest pintails. 

"We work with the ranchers, the 
farmers and stay focused on protect- 
ing the best-of-the-best native habitat 
to help this amazing species of duck 
pull off a successful nest. We really 
have to focus on harvest manage- 
ment and continue to hope a new 
technique of farming comes along. 
Its not an all-is-lost story by any 
stretch, but I sure don't foresee bag 
limits being increased in the foresee- 
able future." 
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Precision uniform zinc-plated steel shot is only 
one reason experienced waterfowl hunters 


| 13 0F reach for Fiocchi Waterfowl Steel cartridges. 
| тем. Fiocchi blends Old World craftsmanship with 
^ Ж ү advanced component technology to deliver the 
| 


densest possible pattern propelled at the highest 
possible velocity for maximum knock-down 
potential. Made in the USA, Fiocchi Waterfowl 
Steel has set the standard for precision, power, 
and reliability for nearly two decades. 
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Duck Dog Eye Concerns 


Protecting your retriever s vision requires in-field diligence. By Tony J. Peterson 


THROUGHOUT MY CAREER, 
Гуе had the chance to film hunt- 
ing dogs working in the pheasant 
sloughs, grouse woods, and on the 
water for ducks. One thing that al- 
ways struck me after reviewing 
footage after a day's work is how of- 
ten my dogs would have their eyes 
closed while running or swimming 
full bore. 

It stands to reason that if you re 
two feet tall.and charging through 
Ға Іі < "А | 
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brush, you'd better protect your eyes 
at all costs. Not only is it a testament 
to their sheer tenacity to carry for- 
ward without being able to see half 
the time, but also a pretty interesting 
window into how much their noses 
must guide them when they tempo- 
rarily shut down the sense most relied 
on to physically move. 

But no matter what a dog does 
to keep its eyes safe and out of 
harm's way, injuries occur. Some 


are devastating, while others don't 
seem to slow a retriever down one 
bit, but probably should. No matter 
where the injuries fall on the sever- 
ity spectrum, you should be aware 
of them and understand which ones 
need immediate attention. 


BLUNT TRAUMA 

If you're sick of sleeping too well at 
night, google "blunt trauma eye inju- 
ries to dogs," and take a look at the 
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images that pop up. Duck dogs aren't 
immune to making the list, and 
something as simple as a small stick 
or cattail stem can puncture your 
dog’s eyeball (or eyelid) in a matter 
of a half-second. 

Obviously, anything that is clearly 
traumatic and threatens vision needs 
immediate veterinarian attention. 
This brings us to the advice that crops 
up often in this column—know where 
to get help if your dog needs it. We 
plan far-flung trips around the migra- 
tion and how good the hunting will 
be, but often fail to plan for when 
something goes drastically wrong. 
Knowing where the nearest 24-hour 
emergency vet clinic is can save your 
dog's ability to see out of both eyes. 


LESS OBVIOUS INJURIES 

Squinting, eyelid twitching, or oc- 
casionally pawing at an eye are all 
indications of something wrong. The 
same goes for any discharge, rang- 
ing from clear in color, to yellow or 
green, which often points to infec- 
tion. The danger with any of these 


20 WILDFOWL Magazine | November 2020 


symptoms is that a good dog will of- 
ten hunt right through them, to the 
point where you might not be aware 
of them until well after the morn- 
ing’s hunt has ended. 

To further complicate things, some 
of these injuries—like a corneal abra- 
sion—might not look like anything 
to us. We can write off the issue as 
a little irritation, or maybe allergies, 
but that might not be the case. And 
if it isn't, it's time to go to the vet to 
figure out what really is affecting your 
dog's eyes. 

With these less traumatic injuries, 
you might think that time or a DIY 
treatment like gentle eyeball flush will 
fix things up. They might, but it's a 
better idea to lean on the profession- 
als to truly assess what is going on, 
because they will thoroughly inves- 
tigate the situation to figure out if 
there is something less obvious that 
requires medication or some other 
type of treatment. 


PREVENTION REALITIES 
Aside from opting for a set of dog 


| | Р Д | 


goggles, like those used in military 
or for rescue applications, your re- 
triever is simply at risk of eye inju- 
ries when he’s doing what he does. 
Whether that’s in training or while 
in a cut cornfield waiting on flocks of 
honkers to visit the buffet, the pos- 
sibility of eye injury is real. 

Preventing them from happening 
altogether is tough, so instead just 
be cautious. Pay attention to your 
dog's body language, and make sure 
to give the eyes a good once-over 
after each hunt. 

Later, take note of anything that 
seems to be bothering your retriever 
in relation to his eyes. If the symp- 
toms are remotely concerning, it 
might be time to load up and get him 
checked out because ignoring eye 
issues and hunting through them can 
lead to bigger problems, including in 
some severe cases, vision loss. 

That's not worth the risk, no mat- 
ter how compliant the greenheads 


are. P 
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BAND REPORTS 





HUNTER: Lucas Nicholson, Middletown, VA 
BAND #: 1208-45594 

SPECIES: Canada Goose (M) 

BANDED: 06/26/2018 

LOCATION: Near Sinnemahoning, PA 
RECOVERED: 02/18/2020 

LOCATION: Front Royal, VA 


HUNTER: Patrick Burke, Plainfield, IL 
BAND #: 1158-41429 

SPECIES: Canada Goose (M) 
BANDED: 07/24/2015 

LOCATION: Near Peawanuck, ON 
RECOVERED: 12/31/2019 
LOCATION: Plainfield, IL 


HUNTER: Cody Baker, Klamath Falls, OR 
BAND #: 2227-96264 

SPECIES: Mallard (D) 

BANDED: 08/08/2019 

LOCATION: Near Tule Lake NWR, CA 
RECOVERED: 09/21/2019 

LOCATION: Miller Island, OR 





HUNTER: Steve Nienhaus, Muscatine, IL 
BAND #; 2107-14419 


SPECIES: Mallard (D) 

BANDED: 08/17/2014 - 

LOCATION: Near Edam, SK 
RECOVERED: 10/03/2019 
LOCATION: 2 miles SE from Ryder, ND 
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HUNTER: Jack Musial, Toronto, ON 
BAND #: 0998-60406 

SPECIES: Canada Goose (M. 
BANDED: 07/21/2005 
LOCATION: Akimiski Island, NU 
RECOVERED: 02/29/2020 
LOCATION: Georgetown, ON 















HUNTER: Ryan Bowman, Richland, MI 
BAND #: 1208-85757 E 
SPECIES: Canada Goose (F) 
BANDED: 07/25/2018 

LOCATION: Near Peawanuck, ON 
RECOVERED: 09/29/2019 
LOCATION: Mendon, MI 
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HUNTER: Craig Cutright, Leesburg, OH 
Band #: 1208-31358 

Species: Canada Goose (F) 

Banded: 06/19/2019 

Location: Near Greenfield, OH 
Recovered: 02/08/2020 

Location: Rocky Fork Lake, OH 
Comments: | ast Goose of the season 


HUNTER: Joshua Mattlin, Delta, PA 
BAND #: 2127-03265 

SPECIES: Snow Goose (M) 
BANDED: 08/13/2017 
LOCATION: Bylot Island, NU 
RECOVERED: 12/31/2019 
LOCATION: Delta, PA 





HUNTER: Wayne Mosely, Shepherdsville, KY 
BAND #: 1917-26927 

SPECIES:Mallard (D) 

BANDED: 03/04/2013 

LOCATION: Frankfort, KY 

RECOVERED: 01/15/2020 

LOCATION: Ballard County, KY. 
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HUNTER:Corey Kirk, DeRidder, LA 
BAND #: 1155-89781 ~ 
SPECIES: Blue Winged Teal ` 
BANDED: 08/12/2017 

LOCATION: Near Yorktown, SK 
RECOVERED: 12/21/2019 
LOCATION: 10 mi East of Creole, LA 

















Please send band report information including 


Band Number, Species, Sex, Banding Date, Banding Location, Recovery Date, Recovery Location, Hunter 
Name and Address and Comments, or photocopies of your band certificates for banded waterfowl taken 
during the 2019-20 season to: Bob Humphrey (bob@bobhumphrey.com) or Wildfowl Magazine, 

727 Poland Range Rd. Pownal, Maine 04069. Wildfowl will attempt to publish as many band reports as 
possible. Please be sure to submit your own name and band information to the USGS. 
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Three-thousand miles later at 
an Alberta goose shoot...By Bob Humphrey 


SPRING CONSERVATION seasons 
were implemented to address the 
overabundant midcontinent popu- 
lation of snow geese that was dam- 
aging its own arctic and sub-arctic 
nesting grounds. They also provide 
waterfowlers with a source for some 
additional recreation and organic 
protein, and occasionally a band or 
two worth bragging about. 

Red Deer resident Spencer Podgur- 
ski and his pals Riley Kloss, Jake Dahl 
and Roger Marcil are experienced 
fall hunters but were newcomers to 
the spring season when they sët out 
in search of some sport. “We started 
out leaving the house on Saturday 
around 4 p.m. to follow up on a hot 
tip, Podgurski began, recounting 
his adventure. “The field we were 
directed to had birds, somewhere 
around eight to ten thousand, but 
we had issues, including locating the 
landowners to get permission. After 


two hours of watching, searching 
and asking around town, we finally 
gave up.” 

Hope springs eternal and after 
watching twilight flights covering 
several square miles, the group finally 
found a half-section where they 
wanted to be. “It took two farm visits 
and four phone calls to track down the 
landowner who gave us permission 
with two conditions: don’t rut the 
field, and shoot them all,” Podgurski 
said. They arrived home around 11:30 
p.m. and managed a few hours of fit- 
ful sleep before the 1:30 a.m. alarm 
signaled it was time to begin what 
would turn out to be a very long and 
productive day. 

After setting out 80 dozen socks 
and 20 dozen full-body decoys, they 
settled in for the dawn flight. The 
action was steady throughout the day 
and when it ended, they had managed 
their full four-man limit of 200 light 
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HUNTER: Spencer Podgurski, 
Red Deer, AB. 
BAND #: 2197-85970 
SPECIES: Lesser Snow Goose (M) 
BANDED: 07/13/2018 
LOCATION: Zvezdniy, Chukotka 
Avtonomyy Okrug, Russia. 
RECOVERED: 04/16/2042 
LOCATION: Flagstaff County, AB. 


HUNTER: Jake Dahl, Red Deer, AB. 
ВАМО #: 2097-25739 _ 
SPECIES: Ross's Goose (F) 
BANDED: 08/05/2011 
LOCATION: Johnson Point, NU. 

` RECOVERED: 04/16/2020 
LOCATION: Flagstaff County, AB. 
HUNTER: Roger Marcil, Red Deer, AB. 
ВАМО #: 2097-25745 
SPECIES: Ross's Goose (M) 
BANDED: 08/05/ 








LOCATION: Johnson Point, NU. 
RECOVERED: | OM 16/2020 





geese, including six bands. Among 
them were two Ross's geese banded 
nine years earlier and only six num- 
bers apart, but these two weren't the 
most unusual. 

A short time later, a group of lesser 
snows buzzed the right side of the 
spread giving the left-handed Pod- 
gurski a rare advantage, which he did 
not waste. His bird was also banded 
but poor cell service prohibited him 
from reporting it right away. When he 
finally did, on a borrowed phone, he 
got a real surprise. The bird had trav- 
eled over 3,000 miles, from Wrangel 
Island, Russia. 

The Wrangel Island goose popu- 
lation had declined to a little over 
50,000 birds by the mid-1970s but 
has since soared to somewhere in 
the neighborhood of 350,000 strong. 
As many as 100,000 travel southeast to 
winter in North Puget Sound, Wash- 
ington. There, they mix with geese 
from the western arctic population 
of lesser snow geese, which breed 
primarily on Banks Island, Northwest 
Territories. And sometimes, they 
wander even farther east in places 
like Johnson Point, Nunavut. 


LET'S KICK THIS SEASON OFF 


MVP-caliber quarterback Carson Wentz and his 
big brother Zach are ready to hit the field with an 
| all-new season of their Outdoor Channel Plus 
— BROS OUTDOORS —— -Digital Original series Wentz Bros Outdoors. 


ШШШ Eukanuba | wentzoutdoors.com 
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A Good Days Work 


RIGHT AGAINST THE Nebraska- 


south Dakota border, Cherry Coun- 
tys several rivers, including the 


North Loup, Snake and Niobrara, 
offered these guys some great shoot- 
ing. South Dakota and Nebraska are 
smack-dab in the seam of the Cen 


vtral and Mississippi Flyway's migra- 
tion funnel from the fertile Canadian 


Prairies of Manitoba, Saskatchewan 


and Alberta, so it probably wasnt 
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réls red hot on a chilly fall morning. 

In their canvas-coated hunting 
uniform of the era, it doesn't seem 
like the bitter wind-swept winters of 
the Great Plains have set in. In those 
days, hunters often wore white shirts 
and even ties when they hunted. It 
must be early, as most of the birds 
arent yet in winter plumage but 
rather still in transition from the 
summer molt with hatchlings not 
yet plumed out. 
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The guys with the doubles must 
have had a time keeping up with the 
Browning Automatic 5, whose litera 
ture stated, "Five shots under your 
finger." The pump is perhaps a solid- 
frame Marlin or Remington, both 
competing against Winchesters 
Model 1897 and 12. These early 
solid-frame models had the barrel 
and magazine made so that it took 
the factory or a gunsmith to remove 


the barrel, and they*soon dropped 
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off the market. Take-down models 
were initially more expensive, but 
the advantages of easier cleaning and 
a smaller package made them worth 
the extra few bucks. 

Cleaning was important, as early 
shells used primers made of either 
potassium chlorate or sodium chlo- 
rate that when fired produced exactly 
that—potassium chloride or sodium 
chloride, better known as salt! Rem- 
ington began remedying that in 1926 
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with their salt-free Kleanbore prim- 
ers. However, there are few shor- 
gun barrels from this age that do not 
have pitting or show where pits have 
been polished out of their bores. 

For years, sportsmen and women 
traveled with their guns in the carry- 
on baggage rack with no questions 
asked. It's what they did in those 
days. Having a take-down shotgun 
made a much smaller package that 


was easier to maneuver in and out of ` 
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BENELLI M2 WATER- 
FOWL PERFORMANCE 
SHOP 20-GAUGE 


Cloaked in GORE's Optifade Marsh, | this 


28-inch barrel waterfowl slayer sports 

a number of Benelli Performance Shop 
enhancements and tips the scale at just 
5.9 pounds. Measuring 49.3 inches long 
and branded with a 14 38-inch length of 
pull, shooters will applaud the honed and 


| ү action, custom- tuned 1 trigger, Ко 


BROWNING MAXUS 


DOE EE ы 


Available in four 12-gauge options—two 
with a 26-inch barrel and two with a 
28-inch barrei—Browning's Maxus Wicked 
Wing series is just what the duck doctor 
ordered. Each autoloader is finished with 
a Cerakote Burnt Bronze camo finish on 
the receiver and Burnt Bronze on the bar 
rel. Cold-weather duck and goose killers 
will appreciate the oversized-bolt reiease, 
which iS a breeze to operate even when 
wearing bulky gloves. Tne PowerDrive 
Gas System is capable of cycling throngs 
of different loads (see each shotgun’s 


specs), and the Lightning Trigger promises 


a great fee! and fast action. 





CZ 1012 SYNTHETIC 
BOTTOMLANDS. 


Before putting this wate” юм. -wrecker on 
the market, CZ cycied 5,000 consecutive 
rounds through it without ever adding a 
single drip of oil or any cleaning solution. 
The shotgun performed flawlessly, mak- 
ing it an ideal choice for those that hunt 
less-than-friendly environments. Cycling 
a variety of loads 15 the gas-iess inertia 
Operating System, which uses a spring 
located in the bolt to store energy during 
the recoil process. Stored energy is used 
to rotate and uniock a pair of lugs from 
the barrel extension and eject the she l 
Maximum shell length on this Mossy Oak 
Bottomlands firearm is 3 inches, and the 
28-inch barrel features an 8mm fiat vent 


MSRP: $749; cz-usa.com 
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REDNECK BLINDS 
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Redneck Blinds is pleased to introduce our NEW Redneck Mallard Duck Blind 
offering the LARGEST semi-portable solution to all your waterfow! needs. 








With an impressive 5'x9' overall scale constructed of heavy-duty ERATUM йе. ? 5 H Z | A 
powder-coated steel, this blind is big enough to accommodate four hunters реф КА Se me 
comfortably with all your gear; ensuring you have plenty enough room to Zr TORRE SSS, | 
hunt without getting in anyone's way. ad іі | 
- Extra Large, Heavy-duty Buckle System š E 2 i 


- Double-stitched, 600-denier cover 
- Black powder-coated steel frame 
- Brush-in straps, bungee cords & pockets 
incorporated into the cover 
- 4 Window View Ports 
- Blind weight with cover is 170 Ibs А Ак 
- Door Size: 60" Wide X 64" High Рек 
- Interior Size: 104" Wide X 58" Deep X 64" High EX WARS 
- Front Window View Port(s): 22" Wide X 30" High - „ы кер. 
- 40.5" Height from ground to 
bottom of Front Windows (Blind Only) 
- Available in Mossy Oak” Shadow Grass Blades 
or Realtree” Max 5 
- Platform options include 
adjustable sled or adjustable elevated stand 









| [ 
REDNECKBLINDS.COM BLINDS 


877.523.9986 









REMINGTON V3 
WATERFOWL PRO 


Like all Remingtons, this gun ust папс 25 


Designed for all-season use, Remington's 
V3 Waterfowl Pro |5 a rel able auto- oader 
fitted with an oversized 5olt handle, size- 
able safety and a widened loading port. 
These features improve overall func- 
tionality, especially when Mother Nature 
gets nasty and goves need to cover the 
hands. For 2020, this shooter is avaiiaole 
in = T dat and the receiver and 


MOSSBERG 
MAVERICK 88 ` 


Meet Mr. meat-and-potatoes. Moher 5 


Maverick 88 5 an economical performer 
that will get the job done time and time 
again. This reliable pump saorts dua 
extractors, twin action bars and positive 
Steel-to-stee. ockup. Another feature is 
the-anti-jam elevator, which promises 
positive ejection and prevents frustrat- 
Ing jamming issues. New for 2020 is the 
7-pound, 26-inch vent-rib barre! 20-ga.ige 
model. This Maverick has blued meta 
components and the stock and fore-end 
feature Mossy Oak Treestand. 


STOEGER 
P3500 PUMP 


Available in Biack Synthetic айа Realtree 


Max-5 (26- and 28-inch barrel), Stoeger’s 
P3500 Pump is chambered to handle 
heavy 3 %-inch loads as well as lent 

2 3à4-nch shotshells. The chrome-iined 
barrel, dual-action bars and “otating bolt 
head are but a few of this pump's sound 
features Weight :s between 7 pounds 
depending, and this wallet-friend y 
shotgun has a thin fore-end profile that 
ensures a smootn swing and instinctive 
pointing. 


МКР: 5339-5389; 
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FRANCHI AFFINITY 
3.5 ELITE 


specifica ly ес to promote a 
custom fit and feel, Franchi's Affinity 3.5 
Elite features an adjustable stock fitted 
with TSA recoil pads. The Cerakote finish 
is stylish and provides a weather-resistant 
coating that will stand up against mois- 
ture and ensure shotgun longevity. Fran- 
ch Precision Cones promise improved 
в о НЫ of this f firearm 





ZANDERS IMPALA 
PLUS CT-5 MAX 5 
SYNTHETIC 


BENE ROB RECRHIREOR DUEB BRE EHE Е-Е ЧЕ НЕ-НЕ ЕЕ ЧИ ЕЕ ИНЕ ЬЕ Е-Е 0-0-6 8 


We tried to meit the barrel on this gun on 
a Kansas dove shoot that featured many 
bonus pigeons and eurasion birds, But it 
never jammed even with lighter loads. A 
stylish shooter featuring a rotary locking 
lug bolt and high-pressure tested six-iug 


design barrel with a chr'ome-coated 


outside, Zanders’ Impala Plus MAX 5 


Synthetic g ves waterfowlers plenty of 


bang for their buck. Requiring fewer 


greenbacks than other semi-autos In its. 
conn this shotgun | = | 





tec Win TruGlo. С 





RETAY MASAI MARA 
AIR KING 


Offered in a number of finisnes, the heart 
Of this semi-auto is the inerta Plus sys- 
tem, which places an extra tab in front of 
the Dolt's indexing pin to ensure a positive 
lock up. The trigger assembly drops easily 
away for quick Cleaning, and the Red 
TruGio front sight performs in ail lighting 
conditions. The shotgun comes with a 
plethora of choke SSeS ое: 3 
Yemen EOS sand; 8 ye 








































The Call. 


You're more than ready to answer when 
the outdoors calls, and you're not alone. 
Your hunting companion is just as eager 
and passionate as you are to tackle the 
next adventure. VICTOR? selects the 
best ingredients possible because we 
understand that proper nutrition drives 
the peak performance needed to keep 
your adventures going. 


All VICTOR? formulas contain 
Zinpro Availa? Pet Mineral 
Complexes which promote 
healthy skin and coat, paw pad 
integrity, immune response, 
and efficient metabolism. 


ГАМА А DET > ж 
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PERFORMANCE MINERALS: l m Ў 1 TELL 
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Ee ый |: Y ДЕ | [Ш : ai jl mre tr^ ыы е SUPER PREMIUM PET FOOD. 


To learn more and find а ЕЕЕ 


near you, visit victorpetfood.com _ sacs AS 
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MOJO’ RIPPLER 


MOJO 
BUTT UP RIPPLER 


Specially designed 
motion to create 
ripples like live ducks. 


0UTDOORS 
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WWW.MOJOOUTDOORS.COM 
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WINCHESTER 5Х4 
ener ow. eee _ 


This gun just works, Loaded with features, 
Winchester's duck-killer is offered in 

12- and 20-gauge models and in an array 
of barrel lengths. Bult for speed, tis 
auto- oader boasts improved ergonom- 
Ics and a lighter build. In addition, the 
balance point has been moved forward 
slightly to ensure a smooth swing and 
better target tracking. Length-of-pull saac- 
ers fit between the stock and recoil pad 
to provide shooter customization, which 
leads to Increased confidence and less 
felt recoil. The SX4 has been given a larger 
bolt handle and oversized Doit handie 
release, and the amoidextrous safety nas 
been located at the rear of the angular- 
profile trigger guard and |s reversiale for 
right- and left-handed shooters. 


MSRP: $1,070; winchesterguns.com 


FABARM XLR5 
COMPOSE 


A do-it-all autoloader, the XLRS Compos- 


ite Hunte* sports Fabarm's Pulse Piston 
System and soft-touch black composite 
stack. The stock's rubberized feel ensures 
a great grio regardless of how nasty 
Mother Nature gets, and the Pulse Piston 
System acts as a progressive brake that 
eliminates any type of valve system. This 
means the shotgun will cycle any ammo, 
and with fewer parts, it is a Dreeze to 
clean. As far as cycling speed, the XLR5 
iS a win. Capable of spitting five rounds ІП 
31 seconds, you're sure to wreak havoc 
on cupped wings. Barrel length is 28- 
inches and the gun is capable of handling 
3-inch rounds 


MSRP: $1,725; fabarmusa.com 
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MOJO' MINI FLAGS 


REALLY MAKE YOUR SPREAD COME ALIVE 


“Motion does NOT need to be 
in the decoy itself, birds 
can't tell the difference". 

-Теггу Оептоп 






WORKS ON ANY FLYING BIRD 
ATTRACTED TO DECOYS 


DUCKS, GEESE, DOVE, PIGEONS, CRANES, CROWS 


COMES IN PACK OF 4 - RANDOM TIMERS 
FURNISHED WITH BLACK & WHITE FLAGS 


Brought to you by the Team that 
FOREVER changed the way you hunt. 
+ © WWW.MOJOOUTDOORS.COM OUTDOORS 





dow 1 With а terns weight ее» té- 
these decoys can be hauled E 












LIFETIME DECOYS 
_ FLEXFLOAT MALLARDS 


ашкана тин каа жа наннан ена нав Saa aaa пй h B 5 5 ri m m Heih h ËB ú W OB H m'iih Ë Ëë ú ú anim'm m oh n B ú mo in B m m hik m ü ú w 


- You gotta try these. 4old one, and you will see how differ- 

ent they are. Updated for 2020 with heavy-duty stainless- 

wa steel anchor points along with an extended rear port hole, 

` Qifetime's tried-and-true mallard fakes just got better. Aval- 

S able in 12- and ó- packs, these lightweight and ultra-durabiê 
decoys are ideal for any duck mission on the planet. 








MSRP: $110-$220; lifetimedecoys.com 





SUPER X'4. BUILT 4 SPEED. 
WINGHESTERGUNS.CGOM REPEATING ARMS 


WINGHESTER IS A REGISTERED TRADEMARK OF OLIN CORPORATION. 





Available in 12ga and 20ga. 


28ga and 410 bore upon request. 
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A waterfowl hunting experience like no other. APEX Ammunition represents 
the ultimate in performance shotshells. Built in Mississippi by diehard 
waterfowlers who live for the grind as much as you. From our S? Steel" to 
our renowned ultra-high-density TSS, and TSS/S? Steel blend, our lineup 
packs the best patterning, most knockdown power possible. Experience 
APEX for yourself. Shop now at APEXmunition.com 


falis 
AMMUNITION. 


VETERAN OWNED 
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K9ATHLETE.COM 










NUTRITION 
YOUR DOG 
DESERVES 






ғаттан тағат тант КНЕН E EERE EEE E E HH H EH HA 


Quackheads crave feet-down action in cut grain fields, and when the wind nums out of 
the north and temps drop, those that place Dakota's X-Treme Ful! Body Mallarcds are sure 
to have a good shoot. These one-piece decoys arrive at your doorstep in packs of Six 
(three drakes and three hens), and the heads have been flocked to add a touch of real- 
ism. Tne fakes come with Windwalker Motion bases to Increase decoy movement. 


REDU C E PAIN MSRP: $160; dakotadecoy.com 


H DAVE SMITH DECOYS 
SNOW GOOSE COMBO 10-PACK 


ББ БЕ T Е ошо Ыы Шш шы ЫШ Шош н шшш ш ыш ш шош ш шош шол ыш а шоч шю шош шы шш шшш шша ша ыкы ш шш шын шшш ш ыш шош шш ш шшш в ш шш ы юв шош шы шш шш шошо шош азы ш шош а ш ы Бшш ы ш ш шы 


Few do realism like DSD, and when t comes to fooling snow geese, you better have a lot 
of good-looking white on the ground. These imaosters come with realistic cast legs that 
H U М Т H A В D E R fold away for easy storage and convenient carry tai loops that allow you to tote multiple 
x decoys at a time. Fiberglass stakes showcase reflective tape and visible red tops, and 
DSD's 12w Motion Cone comes with a built-in limiter to make setup quicker than ever 


MSRP: $370; davesmithdecoys.com 
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OPTIMAL < ; 
HYDRATION 2. 
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YOUR FIRST ORDER 
AT K9ATHLETE.COM 


USE CODE: 


ШІ) 


AT CHECKOUT 





100% MADE IN ITALY. SINCE 1900 





FABARMUSA.COM 
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Cerakote protective finish on Velocity LR (Long Rib) concept adds 4 1⁄2” to the sighting plane. 
receiver and fore-end cap. | Also, to reduce glare the top of the rib is finished in matte black. 





Ec True Timber® camo Oversized trigger guard for Competition bolt Fastest cycling semi-auto at EXIS DK" choke and 
8 | Ш Soft Touch finish. ease of use with bulky gloves... handle for better grip. — .31 of a second for 5 rounds. red fiber-optic sight. 
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In the sport of competition target shooting, malfunctions are not allowed. Harsh recoil is not tolerated and a gun 
must incorporate features that make it easy to shoot precisely. It's from this world that the XLR5 Waterfowler 
is born. With a history of over 120 years of innovation, FABARM engineers have incorporated a long list of 
advantages that have never been available to hunters — until now. To find out how this technology can work for 
your next hunting season, visit our website and learn why this is not the same old thing. 


410.301.1251 FABARMUSA.L UM 








— AVIAN-X MALLARDS FUSION PACK 
Designed by world champion carver Rick Johannsen, this (four 
| drakes, two hens) six-pack boasts a unigue paint scheme that zre- ' | 
`+ ates superior realism and enhances visibility. Molded from rubber- 4 
F | ized material and finished with no-chip paint, these realistic full-body | 
decoys rest atop a 17-inch stake and the wind-act vated notion 
system creates lifelike movement. A Six-Slot decoy bag is inc udad. 








MSRP: $160; avian-x.com 





BOOTS - 400 


(15-90, 
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For more information on the most comprehensive hunting maps available visit: 


ONXMAPS.COM/HUNT 
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SHOTGUN 
READY 


ыы 
MICRO 5-1 








Revolutionary shotgun optic. 
6 moa red dot. 

Ultra low rib mount. 
Unmatched reliability. 

Five year battery life. 





Extremely lightweight. 


GET YOURS AT AIMPOINT.US 
OR A DEALER NEAR YOU 





06 © @AIMPOINTHUNT 


Aimpoint: 


MO3476 










` LUCKY DUCK SUPER 
` GOOSE FLAPPER HDI 


Ha aaa авва 














We have seen this thing in action, and it works. Witn 

a Natural-as-it-gets increased range of motion, Lucky 
Duck's Super Goose Flapper HD operates on a lithium- 
ion battery tnat works regardiess of conditions. Con- 
‘trolled by the HD remote, hunters can flap the 59- nc? 
Wing-span goose at will and attract approaching honkers 
Wings are magnetic and reversible, and the lifelike wing 
print on one side and solid black color on the other 
boosts visibility MSRP: $320; luckyduck.com 


CUPPED FEEDER BUTT DRAKE 


Sold as a singie decoy, this confidence fake feature 
ity drake butt, weighted «eel design and is Fa shed 
ror added attraction. The Cupped Feeder Butt Drake nas a we gat of 
4-pound and measures 8° x6 x5." 


$a prem um qua 
wt 


MSRP: $8; cupped.com 





FINAL APPROACH 
ACUTA MID HOODED 
PULLOVER 
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A new-Tor-2020 hunt garment, the Acuta 
Mid Layer % Zip Hooded Pullover was made 
with four-way stretch polyester to ensure 
comfort and a great fit and fee’. Windproof 
and water resistant, this pullover features 
YKK nylon zippers and a warm gr dded 
fleece inte*or with a баг“ of handwarme* 
chest pockets. A duo of kidney pockets pro- 

22 vides ample room for handwarmers as we'l, 

шол, and this Mossy Oak Habitat outer iS offered 

77 insizes from small to 3XL 
E N у 


| MSRP: $150; fabrand.com 
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AVAXHOME? 








the biggest Internet portal, 
providing you various content: 
ENS brand new books, trending movies, 
fresh magazines, hot games, 


recent software, latest music releases. 


Unlimited satisfaction one low price 
Cheap constant access to piping hot media 
Protect your downloadings from Big brother 

Safer, than torrent-trackers 


18 years of seamless operation and our users’ satisfaction 


All languages 
Brand new content 
One site 








AV XLI 


AvaxHome - Your End Place 
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We have everything for all of your needs. Just open https://avxlive.icu 
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ng ac еп r iretriever from breaking can 
t а! : aunting task and is a serious safety issue. 
— ЕП ite robore Quick Release Safety System. With 
` 8lead that can be adjusted from three to six 
2208 . feet, this system sports a quick release marine- 
| " _ grade shackle апа comes with a six-foot tether 
that releases your dog via a quick tug on the 
„л cord. The titanium eignt-inch-ong stakes slide 
Е ` easily into frozen ground, and they're light- 
ы weight and bulletproof. 














MSRP: $59; gundogoutdoors.com 





Built with a š double Wall Roto- molded dem. the G1 Medium IS Fort КЛОХ ку 
your pup. This build means two-times the impact protection and a Five Star 

Crash Test rating. Made in the USA, this crate comes with a lifetime warranty and 
is offered in colors of tan and gunmetal. Payment plans are available for those 
looking to give their best in-the-field buddy a combination of safety and comfort. 


MSRP: $500; gunner.com 





BIRDHITCH.COM 


Garmin's Pro 550 with Tri-Tronics technol- 
ogy provides the serious dog trainer with 
21 levels of momentary and continuous 
Stimulation, tone and the ability to switch 
between three dogs. Trainers get all of 
this in a simple-to-use handheld device 


CLEANS BIRDS IN SECONDS with easy-to-navigate controls. Remotely 
ES UE ER operated beacon lights on the dog device 


SMALL Ducks ro LARGE CANADA GEESE help you locate your dog in low light. 
Range, via the 2 %-inch fixed transmitter 
МУАТЕНЕ РМ. چ‎ antenna, is one mile. 


ығ АГ У 





MSRP: $400; buy.garmin.com 
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Introducing the Renegauge from Savage. Featuring a 

patented Dual Regulating Inline Valve (D.R.I.V.) gas system that 
self-regulates to cycle every size load with relentless consistency 
and lightning fast shooting, it’s all-new and every inch a Savage. 


- TO GIVE UP. 


SAVAGE 


GHUGE 


Featuring D IV Technology 


Learn more at SavageArms.com 
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Apex lungsten 
Super Shot 


Produced by veterans, these heavy- 
weights bring the heat. By John M. Taylor 


FOR THOSE NOT yet on Social 
Security, we used to shoot lead shot 
that did a pretty good job of drop- 
ping whatever you pointed it at, but 
it was poisoning ducks that picked it 
up off the slough and river bottoms. 
The lead got into their system and 
either killed them or made them 
sterile and unable to reproduce, so 


DEES 


along came steel shot. Shot pellet 
killing capacity is measured in terms 
of grams per cubic centimeter (gr/ 
cm3). Lead comes in between 10.5 
and 11 gr/cm3 depending on the 
alloy, steel is 7.9, bismuth 9.7 and 
Apex Tungsten Super Shot (TSS for 
short) at a whopping 18 to 18.5 gr/ 
cm3. That's heavy artillery! 


7-12 3 


| с 7 Па" Еде 


TSS is made by blending powdered 
tungsten, nickel and iron then mold- 
ing it under extreme pressure. Then, 
they proceed with sintering or heating 
it, polishing and finally loading it for 
us to shoot. TSS is a hard shot so it is 
not for use in Uncle Zeb's Model 12 or 
other shotgun not built to shoot steel 
shot. Any modern duck gun works. 


EXPERIENCE YOUR BEST SHOT™ 
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I took Savage’s new Renegauge to 
the range with a couple boxes of TSS 
to see how it performed. The Ren- 
egauge comes with three Trulock 
choke tubes. George Trulock and 
his boys make some fine choke tubes 
and I checked them against the Ren- 
egauge's cylinder bore (CB) with my 
digital bore micrometer. Chokes can 
say what they want on the outside, 
but it's the inside and how it com- 
pares to the cylinder bore of a shot- 
gun that matters. These were right on 
the money! 

Before I headed to the range, I nec- 
ropsied a couple of shells. They use a 
plastic hull with both an over-powder 
plastic gas seal and a plastic shot cup 
with four slits. Inside the cup is a 
¥z-inch felt wad topped with Vs- and 
14-inch cork spacers and the shot has 
a light dusting of Grex plastic buffer. 
Apex uses a rolled crimp that allows 
for more space within the hull for the 
propellant, wads and shot. At one 
time, the rolled crimp was thought 
detrimental to good patterns because 


wildfowlmag.com 


the over-shot wad interrupted the 
shot column. However, with shot 
this hard and the thin over-shot wad, 
it makes no difference. 

I counted 203 and 205 No. 7 % 
TSS pellets from two shells. The I.C. 
Trulock choke put 67 pellets in the 
30-inch circle for an average of 33 
percent at 40 yards. This is on the 
low side of IC, but right on for close 
ducks over decoys. The Modified tube 
put a tight-modified 128 pellets in the 
30-inch circle for 62 percent, and the 
Full tube delivered 194 into 30 inches 
for a whopping 95 percent with 158 
pellets in the center 20-inch circle. 


FINAL SPECS 

Retained pellet energy does the kill- 
ing and Apex's 12-gauge TSS No. 7 
V2 load at a blistering muzzle velocity 
of 1,550 fps is calculated at 3.36 ft/ 
Ibs at 40 yards. Remember, three to 
five hits at 1.25 ft/lbs will put ducks 
in the bag. The 28-gauge No. 9 load 
hangs a trifle below 1.25 at 1.12 ft/ 
Ibs at 40 yards but with the heavy 


concentration of shot will also take a 


duck. Keep in mind it’s a lot harder 
to hit a duck at 40 yards and beyond 
than to kill it. 

Now comes the tough part: the 
cost. Apex’s website lists their 1-ounce 
12-gauge TSS load we tested at $44.99 
for a box of 10. Figure in shipping and 
perhaps tax and that’s bumping up on 
five bucks a shot. They load a combi- 
nation-style 1-ounce of steel shot plus 
1⁄4 ounce of TSS at $41.99 for a box of 
25 and finally their S3 steel shot at a 
competitive price of $20.99 for 25. As 
for TSS, lethality is spendy, but when 
it’s the only shot of the day, it’s cheap 
at any price. TSS is perfect for bucket 
list type hunts where you reall yneed 
a shot to count . 


»» For further information: 


Apex Ammunition, 380 Phillips Hill Rd., 
Columbus, MS 39702; 662-441-2739; 
infoGapexmunition.com 


WWW.apexmunition.com 
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Pontoon Goose Pounder 


A Virginia hunter seeks stability in an old pontoon. By Mike Marsh 


THANKSGIVING MORNING OF 
2019 dawned cold, windy and rainy. 
Christopher Wilson and Scott Kingry 
had arrived at a Virginia reservoir at 
5:40 a.m. to launch Wilson’s pon- 
toon boat blind. Heading to a shel- 
tered cove, they set up some Canada 
goose decoys and waited for dawn. 
“It was only my fourth or fifth 
time out in the boat,” Wilson said. 
“That morning, when we woke up 
and found out it was raining, we 
decided that if we sat on the couch, 


we weren't going to kill anything, so | 


we went anyway. About 30 minutes 
Jë 


after legal shooting light, we heard 
geese coming down the channel. 
They hooked into the cove and came 
right in. I have to give the credit to 
Scott for the calling because I was 
so excited the adrenaline was pump- 
ing. I was only waiting until they got 
close enough to shoot. I got one and 
he knocked down two.” 

When nothing else flew, the duo 
flipped down the blind and headed 
into the channel. A flock of 12 ducks 
rocketed by. When they were out of 
sight, the hunters pulled over to the 
bank. Scott started blowing a feed 


chuckle with a mallard call. When the 
ducks reappeared, two broke off from 
the flock and flew 30 yards from the 
boat and Wilson dropped one. 

“The boat was so well camou- 
flaged they didn't pay any attention 
to it," he said. “It was a drake wood 
duck and my goose had a band, which 
was my first band. I was engaged to 
my wife, Danielle, that day, so I got a 
band and she got a band." 

Meson, age 32, is an auto 
mechanic in Woodbridge, Virginia. 
He has been hunting waterfowl 
for four years. He shoots a Benelli 
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А 2а of the Wild Goose 


f 2 Algonquin Indian word that means 
“the land of the CIN and many outdoorsmen have CU PR] ТОСК 
TUE 16:7 пога С” tale, but rather, the stuff of legend. OUTER BANKS, 
| "P d hábitat, waters, marshes, and woods Corolla» Carova + The Mainland 
2 2 the big 9053 hunt, Currituck, NC. 


A 


Call 877.287.7488 for information or your visitor's guide Visit us online at VisitCurrituck.com 
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BOATS & BLINDS 


Super Black Eagle loaded with Kent 
No. 4 steel shot for ducks and BB 
steel shot for Canada geese. He uses 
White Rock Canada goose decoys 
and Flambeau mallard decoys. 

When he was hunting with a 
friend from a small johnboat and 
they both stood to shoot at the same 
time, the boat rocked precariously. 
That's when he decided he wanted 
a boat with more stability. 

“T found a 16-foot, 1989 Adventure 
Pirate boat with fiberglass pontoons 
on Facebook Marketplace,” he said. 
“I traded a used Monster Energy 
Drink display refrigerator for it. I 
sold the trailer and upgraded it to a 
Yacht Club trailer. Then I mounted 
a 9.9-horsepower Honda four-stroke 
outboard on the boat because that is 
the maximum horsepower allowed 
on the reservoirs I hunt. I also hunt 
the Potomac River and the boat 
and engine can handle a 2-foot river 
chop. The boat runs 12 miles per 
hour according to my GPS. In Vir- 
ginia, if you hunt east of I-95, you 






have to be at least 500 yards from 
a shore blind and that area includes 


the Potomac, so I wanted the blind 
to look like a mound of grass sitting 
in the water." 

Wilson enlisted the help of Kingry 
and another hunting buddy, Michael 
Elkin, to build the boat blind. The 


e Ultralightweight foam material that 
will never crack or break, and floats 
NO MATTER WHAT. 


e Paint absorbs into the EVA foam, 
forming an unprecedented bond 
that will not chip or peel. 


e Self-heals after being shot, NEVER 


.2 keels allow the decoy to sit on flat 
surfaces like ice or fields — pulling 
double duty as a full body decoy. 





Lifetime’s FlexFloat EVA Foam Decoy 


worry about shooting cripples again. 


e Stainless Steel anchor connection points 
withstand up to 135lbs of static force. 


LIF ЕТИМ - 


www. пас сот 





first order of business was patching 
a gash the size of a dollar bill in the 
starboard pontoon using fiberglass 
cloth and resin. Then the console 
was removed for a rewiring job. 
The console and helm were in good 
condition, so the console was rein- 
stalled. It has waterproof fabric on 
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- UNBREAKABLE, UNSINKABLE, 
BUILT FOR A LIFETIME. | 


At 8.25 Ibs/dozen, Lifetime Decoys are the lightest decoy to EVER hit the 
market—7 Ibs/dozen lighter than the next closest competitor. 





Every Other Decoy on the Market 
e Heavy plastic that requires an airtight 
seal to float, but will break on contact. 


* Paint sits on the outer layer of the 
decoy, chipping over the season. 


e Will begin to take on water after 
just one BB from a shot. 

e Single keel means decoys sit 
awkwardly on flat surfaces. 


« Plastic anchor connection points that 
break over time and in the cold. 











the bottom and the top is plastic. garage door company, gave him erect, hunters can see and shoot 360 


The original Bimini top was moved some used aluminum garage door degrees and the tops protect them 
forward and mounted so it folds and panels. They were 1/8-inch com- апра their gear from precipitation. 
stores just aft of the bow railing. | mercial grade aluminum and unfin- “I am thinking of replacing the 
It was painted olive drab. Wilson ished. The panels were cut to fit the canvas with camouflage Cordura,” 
acquired a larger, dark blue Bimini rails and attached with hundreds of Wilson said. "I may also remove the 
top through Facebook Marketplace §3/16-inch pop rivets. Pop rivets were bow Bimini because it takes so much 
and mounted it in the same placeas chosen because they will not snag room.” 
the original top. It covers the console waders. The rails are knee high along On the other hand, the original 
area and folds rearward to store just the bow and forward gunwales and design was what allowed the hunt- 
in front of the stern rail. It was left waist high along the rear gunwales ers to have such great success on a 
in its original color to add depth to and stern. rainy day. Still, any reader of this col- 
the overall camouflage scheme. Dur- The entire boat and blind were umn knows that waterfowl hunters 
ing a hunt, the Bimini top at the bow | painted with olive drab paint in aero- are always tinkering with their boats 
is lifted enough to hide the hunters, sol cans. A stencil was used to apply and blinds, seeking perfection. 
leaving a gap between it and the a lighter grass pattern to the panels 
erect Bimini covering the console | and pontoons. Raffia grass mats zip. — 9» To have your boat or blind featured 
for viewing and shooting. Each top tied to the rails complete the cam- in a future column, please email a photo 
is covered with two raffia grass mats.  ouflage. Two small LED lights and a and your telephone number to: 

The deck was in good condition large strip light on the bow aid night- —" 
and required no work. The original | time navigation. 
railings were also in good shape During a hunt, the hunters usually Mention the Wildfowl Boats and Blinds 


and were not altered. The railings | stand. However, a behind-the-cab Column in the heading. 
have a bow door, stern door anda . pickup truck toolbox can be moved 


forward door on both the starboard = anywhere to provide seating, as well 
and port sides. as a place to store grass mats for 
Wilson s uncle, who works ata _ the Bimini tops. When the tops are 


HUNTINGPITS 


UNLIMITED " TODAY S FORECAST: 


Professional grade water fowl pits and blinds. | | | одар e x 
° Top Quality Heavy Gage Steel Construction. | — | ||| | | | ү! | | i I | N 
° Fully Double Seam Welded, to prevent water | I" | | 
leaks. a ж 
e MIL Spec Painting, MIL-P-53022B, Type II 
Epoxy Primer Coating with MIL-DTL-53039B 
Anti-Reflective, Chemical Resistant Top Coating. | 
* Full Length, 9" wide shelf with Shotgun Rests. 

* Full Lengih, 18" wide bench. 
` * Full Length. 24" wide, Open 
lop, Customizable to a 
width ef vour choice. 














DULKSHOT CHOKE 


Options Available: " 
e Custom Sizes 5' Tall x 5' Wide 


: 12^ - 14^ - 16^ - 18’ Lengths 
Custom Lengths 12’ Long = 4 Hunters шо, 


e Custom Lids 14’ Long = 5 Hunters Comfortably 
e Built in Stair Case 16° Long = 6 Hunters Comfortably 

54 * Long = 7 Hunters Comfortably 
° Built in Dog Box | 
* Built in Storage/Utility Box 





Call or email for a quote on your new 
Customized Hunting-Pit 


KICK S INDUSTRIES, INC. 


P.O Box 368, 2103 R Street 
Geneva, NE 68361 
(402) 759-7000 
sales@huntingpits.com 


|www.huntingpits.com 
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PRO PLAN 


NUTRITION THAT PERFORMS” 


Mid-Season Burnout 


Slow hunts can create negative behaviors 
for inexperienced dogs. By Tom Dokken 


ASK MOST DUCK hunters when 
they really want to be in a blind 
and youll probably get two an- 
swers—early season and late. The 
early season is special for obvious 
reasons, but mostly because you've 
got the chance to target local birds 
and the action can be pretty reliable. 
The late season, with its (hopefully) 
colder temperatures and waves 
of migrators is equally as special, 
again, because of the promise of 
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action-filled mornings. 

Tucked between the two is the 
mid-season, which can be really hit or 
miss depending on where you hunt. 
If the local birds are largely gone and 
the migrators are stalled out 200 miles 
north of you, the action can nearly 
slow to a halt. 

This is a bummer for us, but can be 
something else entirely for our dogs, 
especially young, inexperienced dogs. 
Down time during duck hunting is a 


given, but how much of it we allow 
our retrievers to sit through should 
be carefully monitored because too 
much of it can result in bad behaviors. 


DUCK LULLS 

Depending on the age and experi- 
ence level of your dog, you might see 
him start to lose interest in the hunt 
as soon as 45 minutes or an hour with 
little to no action. He might stop 
scanning the skies as diligently as he 
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RETRIEVERS 


did during the early season when the 
woodies and teal were absolutely 
suicidal, or he might start trying to 
pace around the blind. He might spin 
a few times and curl up for a snooze 
or lay down and start chewing on 
your shell bag. He might do a lot of 
things that signal his boredom, all of 
which tell you that it’s time to break 
the monotony. 

The reason for this is that you 
don’t want your dog to not like duck 
hunting. You want your dog to love 
it, like you do, and you want him to 
stare skyward nonstop while waiting 
on the next flight of birds—just like 
he did the first couple weekends of 
the season. It may seem strange that 
a dog could look to be on top of his 
game one month, and totally disinter- 
ested next month, but that’s how the 
young ones operate. 

This is more obvious in training 
sessions, when he’s had enough of 
the same retrieving drills and starts 
to display some avoidance behavior 
or simply lose steam. With hunting, 
it doesn’t seem possible for them 
slip too far, but they can. And when 
they do, you've got to rein them in 
and make sure nothing too negative 
comes from it. 


MAINTAINING ENTHUSIASM 

There is a reason grade-school kids 
get recess. They need it. They need 
an outlet for their energy and a break 
from math and science to run around 
and enjoy themselves. A young re- 
triever is no different, which is why 
I always carry a dummy or a dummy 
launcher into the blind with me. 

While it might cost me a few birds 
to get out of the blind when the 
action slows to give my dog some fun 
retrieves, in the long run it is worth 
it. This allows them to get out and 
have some recess, which they simply 
need. This is an easy way to gather up 
enthusiasm and show your dog that 
enjoyable things will happen in the 
blind regardless of how many green- 
heads commit to the spread. 

With that increased (or at least 
maintained) enthusiasm comes the 
reality of a dog that will be more 
devoted to what his job entails 99-per- 
cent of the time while duck hunting, 
which is to sit still and pay close 
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attention to the sky. That's it, and it's 
important. 


YOUTH VERSUS EXPERIENCE 
How well a dog can cope with down 
time tends to correlate with age, but 
it also depends on experience. What 
this means is that the amount of birds 
shot and retrieved matters, a lot. But 
its not enough to have one or two 
good days where the skies are rain- 
ing dead ducks. Instead, consistent 
hunts with enough steady action to 
condition your dog to the reality that 
good things come with enough blind 
time are what you want to target. 
This is a hard thing to achieve dur- 
ing a young dog's first season water- 
fowling, which obviously means 
that initial year demands that you 
pay close attention to the amount of 
action your dog is getting and what 
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he's doing (and what you're doing) 
when things slow down. By the sec- 
ond season, hopefully your dog has 
been there and done that enough to 
tolerate some longer dry spells, pro- 
vided the action eventually comes. 
But again, it's all dependent on the 
amount of birds throughout a season. 

This is crucial, and it places an 
extra burden on us as duck dog 
owners when the mid-season lull is 
fully upon us. Instead of hunting the 
old reliable spots that were good a 
month ago, or in other words, hunt- 
ing just to hunt, we should instead be 
looking for where the birds are now. 
It might take more scouting and less 
blind time, but it should result in 
more productive hunts when you 
do actually choose to go. You ben- 
efit from this, obviously, but so does 
your retriever. 
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SPOTLIGHT 


SUSIE was sired by Upperaugnton 
Rocky Benson,” In our opinion, he's 


the best dog we have imported from 
England. Susie has tons of drive, style 
and has proven herself 
ing hunting dog. 


as an outstand- 
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For the past 15 years, Bill Gibson has 
Studied, trained and learned how to apply 
low-force training metnods from masters 
in the United Kingdom, Ireland and U.S 
Bill and his dogs have won Team and 
Gundog Challenges in Northern Ireland 
He has also served as a judge for the 
British Field Trial Society of America. A 
retired law enforcement officer, Bill |s the 
Director of Gundog Operations for Mossy 
Oak Gamekeeper Kennels: 


GAMEKEEPER 





MOSSY OAK. 
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TRAINING 


TACTICS 
Presented by 

Mossy Oak Gamekeeper Kennels 
www. mossyoakkennels.com 





Negotiating Fences 
A little training can save your 
dog from a serious injury. By Bill Gibson 


IS THE AREA you are planning 
to hunt bordered by a hog wire 
or a barbed wire fence? If so, a lit- 
tle training on negotiating these 
type fences could prevent injuries 
and avoid some costly vet bills. If 
you don't want your dog to hit a 
hog wire fence or barbed wire at 
full speed and suffer the broken 
bones or gashes that these fences 
can inflict, take some time before 
the hunt to teach your dog to go 
under wire and stop at a hog wire 
fence. It is fairly easy to do. 

For barbed wire, simply heel the 
dog up to a barbed wire fence, stop 
him, raise the bottom wire with 
your hand and cast him through. 
Repeat on his return. After several 
sessions, the dog should approach 


the fence, stop, and crawl under 
the bottom wire. When dealing 
with a hog wire fence, stop the 
dog at the fence, find an opening, 
and re-cast. After a short period, 
your dog should recognize the 
fence (barrier) and stop. 

One final note: I do not allow 
my dogs to jump fences for several 
reasons. First, the adverse effect 
of repeated impacts on hips and 
elbows. Second, there's a chance 
of the dog entangling a leg 
the fence and possibly causing a 
severe leg injury. Third is the risk 
associated with being gouged by 
a barb, causing a cut or gash that 
needs immediate medical atten- 
tion, and in some cases this could 


be fatal. æ 
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The Missouri is about 
: big bunches and | | 
bumpy boat rides, and ` 

if you hit the migration, — | 

' greenhead swarms | 
you'll never forget 

BY JOE WEIMER 
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THE MOONLIGHT through the 
clouds didn't provide much visibil- 
ity, but all you needed to do was lis- 
ten. The water against the side of 
the boat and the hum of the motor 
mixed with the rumble of chatter 
and wingbeats of hundreds of thou- 
sands of ducks painted a picture that 
a blind man could see. It didn't mat- 
ter that we were only a few miles 
from home, we'd entered a whole 
nother world the second we left the 
boat ramp. 

The flooded hardwood timber of 
Arkansas river bottoms or the dry 
fields and sloughs in the Dakotas' 
prairie pothole region are some of 
the habitats most often topping a 
mallard hunter's bucket list. How- 
ever, the navigable waterways that 


There aren t many feelings 
In hunting that equal tne 
Suspense of winding up 
or down the river never 

knowing whether rounding 

the next bend could mean 
seeing things you'll 
never forget. 


cut across the Midwest aren't always 
thought of as waterfowl destinations 
but can produce hunts that are noth- 
ing short of unforgettable. 

Missouri is where I do nearly all 
of my hunting, and it has become a 


great percentage of mallards never 
go any further than Missouri each 
year. They re probably right. While 
the intensely managed public areas, 
expansive private compounds and 
ample natural habitat all add to the 


dreds of thousands. It’s the river that 
gives birds open water in week-long 
stretches of sub-atomic tempera- 
tures. It’s the river that provides less 
pressure and more barriers to entry 
than normal waterfowl hunting 


—— — — major stop on the migration. Many ` puzzle, the key is the river. It’s the options. Ira McCauley, founder of 
И LUN T 1 % ; 

—— - —southerners would argue that a river thatħolds the birds by the hun- | MOmarsh and co-owner of Habitat 
NM. 
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GEAR FOR THE MODERN DAY GUIDE 


OR PASSIONATE HUNTER! 


DECOYS & DECOY ACCESSO SORIES | HUNTING ACCESSORIES 
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For more information, call (585) 398-8909 or visit www.Cupped.com 
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Flats has had his finger on the pulse 
of the majority of Mid-Missouri's 
mallard population for years. 

"The ducks leave our flooded 
corn when it gets really cold and 
they all go to the river," he says. 
"Ihey ride on the icebergs all night 
and most of the day and go feed in 
dry fields in the evenings. Flooded 
corn may keep a handful, but the 
hidden river is responsible for hold- 
ing almost all of them. Just like it 
has been all of my life." 

The river, the Midwest's wildly 
fluctuating weather, and the avail- 
ability of food can create a cycle 
when it comes to patterning the bulk 
of the mallard population. It's the 
nature of the beast. If a fella is lucky, 
he ll get a couple re-shuffles of the 
deck each season, and each time that 
happens, there's a chance to experi- 
ence the thrill of hunting the river. 


SETTING SAIL & SETTING UP 

It's been said often that getting there 
is half the fun. That can be the case 
when hunting the river, but it can 
also be MORE than half of the work! 
Simply launching the boat itself can 
be a major chore, as the winter tem- 
peratures that congregate masses 
of mallards also make a boat ramp 
rather icy. Some of the best trips 
begin with ice melt, a shovel, and 
some sweaty hunting clothes. 
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Once you leave the bank, the 
hunt begins. Not the shooting ducks 
part, but the hunt to find them. I'd 
argue that a majority of river enthu- 
siasts would list the locating portion 
of the trip as one of their favorite 
parts. There aren't many feelings in 
hunting that equal the suspense of 
winding up or down the river never 
knowing whether rounding the next 
bend could mean seeing things you'll 
never forget. 

It’s not all fun and games, though. 
It’s literally life and death every time 
you embark in this moving water, 
and cold temps only add to the 
risks. Making sure you've got extra 
of everything, and knowing what 
youre doing when it comes to navi- 
gation and basic mechanics are big 
pluses. It's best to plan for some extra 
time and arrive earlier than you 
think you need to...although a duck 
hunter isn't hardly a duck hunter 
unless they're running a little bit 
behind schedule. There are enough 
things to remember on a normal 
outing, and when you add in load- 
ing and unloading decoys and fuel, 
hunting the Big Muddy can turn into 
a chore quickly. It's understandable 
why lots of folks opt out of hunting 
this way all together. Anyone who 
has hit home runs with super-cold 
condition hunts will tell you about 
their share of strikeouts, too. Tough 
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conditions such as cloudy skies and 
calm winds can make for a challeng- 
ing hunt in any scenario. Adding fro- 
zen appendages, ice-covered decoys, 
uncooperative boat motors, and a 
host of other issues can make hunt- 
ing troubles the least of your worries. 
McCauley has spent a ton of days on 
the river, and he can speak on tough 
conditions with the best of them. 

"Hunting on big water in cold 
weather can be risky business. My 
great friend Tim Murrell always 
said, ain't nothing easy when it's 10 
degrees. Think about it. You cant 
untie a knot. You can't get rid of 
water in the boat. You can't keep ice 
off your decoys. The list goes on and 
on and on." 

The true river rats keep coming 
back, though, because the payoff can 
be so worth it. 


FREEZE-UP FINDS 

One morning in particular was 
especially memorable for a couple 
reasons. I hadn't spent a ton of time 
out on the big water, but I was too 
curious and too eager. Through the 
grapevine, news of an acquaintance 
heading out the next day made it 
to me. I called and more-or-less 
invited myself, and I'm glad I did. 
It took us awhile to find them, and 
when I closed my eyes, the hum of 
the outboard was all I heard. When 
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the motor slowed, the sound was 
replaced with the chatter of tens of 
thousands of mallard ducks. I'm not 
sure if it was that low rumble mixed 
with the thunder of wingbeats or the 
sea of green heads in the sunshine, 
but it was sensory overload. As they 
poured out of the channel into the 
sky above the bottoms, we made our 
way to a sandbar to make our set. Or 
attempt to. 


As we scurried around getting into 
position, we realized quickly what 
seasoned river hunters know all too 
well. The hide is make or break. If 
there actually is a camo pattern that 
hides well on bare sand, our lay- 
out blinds missed the memo. We 
thought with favorable conditions 
and favorable duck numbers, we'd 
stand a good chance even though 
our concealment wasn't perfect. 


I a fella IS lucky, пе ll get 
a couple re-shuft'es of the 
deck each season, and each 
time that happens, there s a 
chance to experience the 
thrill of hunting the river. 


Flare after flare proved otherwise. | 


As the morning wore on, it became 
painfully obvious that what we were 
doing wasn't working. The inabil- 
ity to get hidden was making for an 
extremely frustrating hunt. After 
trying to reposition blinds, slide 
decoys around, and make other small 
changes with no success, we opted 
to bite the bullet, make the move, 
and change locations to another bar 
along the riverbank. 

Although this new spot wasnt 
exactly where the ducks truly 
wanted to be, it was a much better 
hide amidst the driftwood and snags 
near the water's edge. Lots of ducks 
sailed right back toward the loca- 
tion we'd just vacated, but now and 
again we d talk a group into shoot- 
ing range. The hunting itself wasnt 


anything too incredible but the sheer 


volume of waterfowl sure was—if 
it’s going to take a while, it’s always 
more enjoyable when you get to wit- 
ness a spectacle. Ultimately, despite 
some frustrations, we still filled our 














straps and pulled the boat onto the 
trailer 16 mallards heavier than it 
was when we set out! 


FLIGHT DAYS 

When you know there's tens of thou- 
sands of birds living on the river, it's 
a safe bet that you'll at least be in the 
ballgame. There are days, however, 
that can be a little more of a gam- 
ble. As with most wagers though, 
the bigger the risk, the better the 
reward. Although these waterways 
see giant concentrations of mallards 
in cold snaps, they also serve as sea- 
son-long migratory routes, and large 
groups of tired ducks can quicken 
the pulse in a hurry! 

There might not be anyone I know 
that pursues or enjoys pursuing 
ducks in big water more than my 
good friend Will Wilbanks. Decades 
of waterfowling in all types of set- 
tings have provided Will with more 
incredible experiences afield than 
most could dream of, but something 
about big flight days on the river 
stick out just a little more than most. 

“When these days happen, they 
can provide sights that you remem- 
ber the rest of your life. Here in Mis- 
souri, I watch the weather in South 
Dakota and Nebraska, knowing that 
weather can create a big push of 
ducks,” Wilbanks says. “When you 
time it right, being on the river in 
a high visibility location, you'll first 
see little specks in the sky, and it'll 
take your breath away how fast they 
can descend to the call and decoy 
spread. Most generally, when the 
ducks aren't stacked on the river, 
local hunters aren't either. There's a 
fair chance when youre anticipating 
new birds, you'll be one of the only 
games in town." 

Instead of hunting birds using the 
river and getting right where they 
want to be, migration day hunts 
offer you the ability to select an area 
that sets up favorably for the hunt- 
ers. Giant decoy spreads and tons of 
motion help to catch the eye of trav- 
eling ducks, and many times the fact 
that they re new to the area and not 
as familiar with the surroundings 
can make them a lot easier to bring 
into range. 

On a late November day several 
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years ago, I sat with my back against 
the frame of the boat blind. The 
North wind was rocking, but we'd 
yet to see the migrant bunches we 
were hoping for. As the mid-morn- 
ing ticked by, I was about to suggest 
trading the boat for the truck and 
hitting the road to scout for the next 
day or two. If there wasnt going to 
be a push, I hated to waste all our 
daylight. It can be frustrating when 
youre taking a risk on a potential 
burner and your buddies are send- 
ing you photos of dead ducks and 
enjoying breakfast somewhere that 
required a lot less work and hassle. 
On this particular day, I’m glad 
I waited a couple extra minutes, 
because had we started the motor 
to leave, we'd have missed one of the 
most glorious sounds in waterfowl 
hunting. The drawn-out “whoosh” 
that starts as a faint whisper you 
think you might hear in the distance 
and gradually becomes louder as a 
giant wad of mallards falls toward 
you at break-neck speeds. Dry 
field hunters hear it often as mas- 
sive groups come to feed. River 
hunting can provide this legend- 





ary soundtrack as well. The back- 
lit bowed wings and shiny green 
heads sped closer. After a big hook 
the bottom thirty of the hundred 
Ог so weary travelers made an ill- 
advised pit stop, and several drake 
mallards saw their journey ended 
permanently. 

On these hunts, the action can 
be like flipping a switch. We very 
easily could have sat for hours more 
with little to no sign of migratory 
life, but you can also go from empty 
skies to full limits in no time, and the 
big bunches make for a target-rich 
environment. Thanks to some good 
shooting and good luck, two groups 
and an unusual single was all it took 
to punch out our four greenheads 
each, and although I wouldn't have 
believed it an hour earlier, we were 
headed back with plenty of time left 
to scout that afternoon. 

For all the times youre left scratch- 
ing your head as a waterfowler, it’s 
pretty nice to watch the weather and 
catch a travel day just right. When 
you capitalize on one of these days 
earlier in the season as was the case 
here, it’s pretty nice to not have to 
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deal with ice chunks and frozen fin- 
gers, too. 


BIG WATER—BIG TIME MEMORIES 

Whether youre running the river 
finding masses of ducks on a freeze- 
up, or setting up and letting the 
black clouds of ducks running the 
river find you on a flight day, hunt- 
ing the Missouri is in a class of its 
own. The fact that a good deal of 
the action comes by way of large 
groups of mallards is an obvious 
reason. The fact that it’s an excit- 
ing experience to just be out on 
the water is another, but it’s more 
than the big bunches and boat rides. 
When it comes together out there it 
is just different. Maybe it’s because 
each hunt is unique. That has to be 
part of it. The fact that there are so 
many variables, that success is never 
guaranteed, and that the only one 
with any control is Mother Nature 
just adds up to a reward that’s worth 
more than usual. Each time a hunt 
concludes, I can't wait until the next 
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day to try again. Either to recreate 
the magic, or fix mistakes, pray for 
better conditions and try to create 
some magic in the first place! 
Whatever "it" is, it's responsible 
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` THE IDES OF MARCH 


FORTY-FIVE YEARS of doing this 
waterfowl thing, yet I couldn't have 
scripted this one any better. A father 
and two sons. Dad, a two-tour Iraq 
vet, a Navy Seabee, 2005-06 and 
‘08. And the boys, Ben, 11, and his 
brother, Ryan, 13. New waterfowl- 
ers all. The Old Man had killed a 
few geese, local Canadas, but the 
boys were brand spankin’ new to the 
game. So I take the three of them to 
my go-to farm toward the Washing- 
ton coast. 

“No promises,’ I tell them by way 
of disclaimer. "I've been having a 
rough year on geese. Real hit and 
miss." I go on with my dark cloud 
of maybe/maybe not. "Haven't 
been to the farm in a while. Sure 
there's something around. What? I 
don't know." 

But they re new, so they really 
don't know. Or care. They're the 
good kind. They just want to get out. 

Shooting time on Saturday for 
geese is 30 minutes after legal shoot- 
ing time for ducks, which closed a 
month earlier. This is a goose-only 
deal. The boys and Dad had helped 
haul gear, grass blinds, and set 


decoys. This was, I told them, a full- 
immersion sort of hunt. 

What happened next I’m sure they 
will not forget. 

The birds came, starting almost 
immediately. All big geese—West- 
erns—none of those frustrating little 
ones, though we do score on them 
from time to time earlier. Singles. 
Pairs. Two and two. Typical of the 
region, nothing that would qualify 
as a flock, but it actually worked bet- 
ter that way. The first pair landed 15 
yards off my boots. 

“Can you sit up and shoot one?” I 
asked the 11-year-old. 

“Yes, sir,’ he said in a whisper, 
and then commenced to reveal his 


youthful version of the seven basic 
gymnastic movements. Through it 
all, the birds stood. Eventually, the 
boy sat up straight, shouldered the 
old Remington 1100, and flat pole- 
axed the Canada on the right. The 
Old Man crumpled the survivor on 
the jump. 

“Can I...can I go get “im?” 

I managed a “Yes, sir,” through a 
huge grin. 

And thus, the floodgates were 
open, with the birds playing their 
parts perfectly. Two in, one out. Two 
in, none out. A single crosser on my 
side, and T killed him after asking the 
11-year-old’s permission, of course. 

Two-thirds of the way through 


-the floodgates were open, 
with the birds playing their 
parts perfectly." 


ka E 


nA E oe 

= A im а Уен —— nh 

- 

ы || 
| ч "i 


=. 


L. 8 








our 16 legal birds, and a pair landed. 

"Hey," I hear the Old Man say. 
"That ones got a white band. Ah, 
our first collar of the morning. "I'd 
kill that one," I told Dad, a sugges- 
tion he immediately took me up 
on. Bounced the second one on the 
jump, too. 

Noon, and we were done. It had 
been indeed...I hate this word—epic. 
The boys had their four apiece; the 
Old Man, too, and a little jewelry. I 
had three, which was absolutely fine 
because | also had the title of goose 
hero to the boys. Win-win. 

k Marchi in Washington State. While 
po are thinking spring Chinook 
mon, or gobblers, I'm still playing 
| wit th ark geese. Some background 
NU Ou 107-day duck season ends 
ie last Sunday in January; the regu- 
lar goose season ends a few weeks 
с. оғ t stays out until early Febru- 
ату, th еп comes back in and stays 
runtil early March. That was on 
he s aventh this year, which keeps 
L са vergreen State fowlers within 
NS PST E ный no later than 














In my part of the world, the south- 
west corner of the state, known as 
Goose Management Area 2/Inland 
(it's a lo-o-ong story behind south- 
west Washington's Goose Manage- 
ment Area breakdown and the dusky 
Canada subspecies) goose hunt- 
ing during this late season is open 
Wednesday, Saturday, and Sunday 
only. Daily bag limit is four Canadas, 
plus 10 specklebellies and six snows, 
which we dont see during the late 
season. The season is open on pri- 
vate land only and legal shooting 
time is 30 minutes “after the start of 
the official waterfowl hunting hours 
to 30 minutes before the end of off- 
cial waterfowl hunting hours.” 

Shew. Oh, yeah, and goose hunt- 
ers are required to have passed an 
on-line goose identification course, 
purchase a southwest Washington 
goose authorization, and report any 
geese taken throughout the whole of 
the season. Confusing? Yes, but those 
who want to play. the game jump 
through the hoops and hunt until 
early March. Worth it? Yep. 

February and March, and we 











are hunting primarily the Western 
subspecies, one of seven that win- 
ter in the Pacific Northwest. Some 
gunners focus on the little ones; 
the cacklers and lessers before these i 
birds head north. I'll take either or D. 
both, if presented with the oppor- 59 
tunity. However, by February, Гт 
winding down. I don't possess the 
numerical superiority in terms of 
decoys necessary to efficiently and 
consistently kill little geese. 

Come February, I'd rather use two 
to 18 decoys afield than 302, even if 
they are little ones. And I like the big 
Westerns. I like the way they sound. 
The way they move. The way they 
work, when they do work. 


i Scott Moody 






















WORKING THE BIG ONES. 

February, and the big ones are, for 
the most part, anti-social. Pair bonds 
have been developed already, and 4 
while I'll occasionally encountera , 
flock of a dozen, or more, most ofo ме ie 
the westerns I'm dealing with are —— 
singles, pairs, three to five. They ге | 2 
odd, though. They're anti- -social for |. 

the most part, but mildly a aggressive, j 35 
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too. That makes for a challenging sit- 
uation, as they dont want anything 
to do with other geese, i.e. decoys, 
but they (sometimes) can't wait to 
hit the ground and beat on the plastic 
interlopers. 

Every pair or small group is dif- 
ferent, so reading the birds becomes 
vitally important. Do I do this? Do 
I do that? And lest I forget, these late 
birds are huge on what a friend of 
mine in Iowa calls “shunning.” That 
lonely honking single that should be 
a gimme? He ignores you completely; 
he shuns you. It’s a different game, 
and the birds of September, despite 
being many of the same actual geese, 
arent the birds of March. 


LESS IS MORE FOR BIG BIRDS 

I'll admit it; I'm often a slow learner. 
Fact is, it took until the 2019 late sea- 
son for the light bulb to finally flicker. 
I'm laying in my Ground Force blind 
on the farm behind my 18 full-bod- 
ies. I'm maybe halfway through my 
four-bird limit, but it's frustrating. 
There are plenty of birds, but I’m get- 
ting out-pulled time and time again. 
By what, you ask? A big bunch of 
darks on the ground? Oh, no, just 
two. Two geese. The script went like 
this. A pair would enter my airspace, 
swing wide once, and then land 500 
to 600 yards away. One would stand; 
the other would sit. The next pair or 
small group to come by would shun 
me and be sucked onto the grounded 
pair like they'd been grabbed by a 
tractor beam. Meanwhile, the birds 
on the ground had never made a 
sound. Nothing. Silence. 

So I watched this and watched 
this, and finally it clicked. Why pack 
three bags of six full-bodies—and 
a blind and a bag and a gun and a 
thermos—when I can carry two? SoI 
set two, and it worked. Did I feel like 
I wasnt doing enough? Absolutely. 
ГП Бе honest. I never left home with- 
out my traditional three bags (18) of 
full-bodies. I’m sorry, but there's just 
something weird about going goose 
hunting and only having two decoys. 

Sometimes, if I'm feeling froggy, 
I'd haul and set all 18; usually, 
though, I'd set six in pairs. One sen- 
try and one minus the base on the 


` ground, both facing to the south, the 
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usual direction I'd expect the birds to 
come from. Remember, I don't have 
a crew of 12 guns. I'll occasionally 
hunt three; usually it’s just me and a 
buddy, so I don't have to worry about 
intricate spread designs and forcing 
geese to do things they don’t want 
to. Two here, two there, two (often) 
behind me, all widely spaced. 
Something else I've noticed with 
these late-season westerns and decoy 
spreads, is they like even tiny rigs 
like four to eight full-bodies. While 
birds might be attracted to the fakes, 
they'll often do one of two things. 
Slide wide and keep on going, or land 
wide and present an aggressive body 
posture to your spread. To combat 
these behaviors, I in turn will do one 
of two things. I'll take the passing 
shot inside of, say, 30 yards, even 
though they haven't prettied up and 
dropped their feet like in the You- 
Tube videos. Or I'll move the decoys, 
still in pairs.and still widely spaced, 


20 yards to the downwind side of 
my blinds. I may have to tweak that 
20-yard placement deal a time or 
two before I get it right, but ГЇЇ get 
it eventually. 


CALLING AND FLAGGING 
I'm not Bill Saunders when it comes 
to goose calling. In fact, Bill's dog, 
Dave, I'm sure is a better caller than 
am I. That said, I can hold my own 
as long as it's nothing fancy; clucks, 
moans, cluck-moans, honks, a little 
ground noise. I keep it to a minimum 
because that’s what I know, a mini- 
mum. And the nice thing about late- 
season westerns here in Washing- 
ton? A minimum seems to be plenty. 
No, I don’t call much to these 
birds. One, I've usually set only half a 
dozen decoys, and half a dozen geese 
don’t make much noise. Two, and 
more significantly, these big geese 
seem to be eerily quiet, both on the 
ground and in the air. Moreso on the 
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ground, and often completely silent. 
That's why I find the attractiveness 
of two absolutely quiet, motionless 
geese sitting on 100 acres of roll- 
ing pasture grass to be somewhat 
mystifying. However, if it works for 
the live ones on the live ones, I'll do 
it. So it's basic, this calling regime. 
Honks at a distance, and some low 
volume clucks or cluck-moans once 
the birds enter my airspace. Now, if I 
shoot a pair and down one, I'll plead 
with the the survivor hard because 
nine times out of 10—ok, seven 
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times out of 10—that bird will cut 
back and I can bounce it, too. 

I do like flagging during February 
and March. Again, nothing crazy, 
and usually at a distance. In my par- 
ticular situation, flagging does seem 
a bit of a moot point, as we re more 
or less on The "X." However, there 
is a traffic element in my equation. 
That, and the fact that for whatever 
reason I usually lose what little pre- 
dawn wind I have right about legal 
time, and my handful of full-bodies 
stand stock still. They resemble— 


“The not-so-prignt ones? 
They ve already landed In 
somebody's freezer." 
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Frozen tin soldiers. So I do flag a 
bit. Carefully. Usually at a distance 
just as an attention-grabber. And on 
the corners, if the birds cut a cor- 
ner. If? I say this simply because I've 
noticed that if these late westerns are 
going to do it picture book perfect, 
they'll do it on the first go-round. No 
swing, or maybe one tight swing to 
set themselves up, but there's usually 
not much fiddling around in the air. 


NOT HIDING? NOT SHOOTING! 

Let me put it this way. Come late 
February and early March, you are 
going to be hunting, almost entirely, 
the same big honkers I started hunt- 
ing in September. That's six straight 
months of being molested by me 
and Lord knows who else on either 


side of the Columbia River. The not- 


so-bright ones? They ve already 
landed in somebody’s freezer. And 
the survivors? Are they smart? 
Not in a human sense, but they re 
sharp. And cautious. And quick to 
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alarm. And, at this time of year, 
they really don't want to be around 
my plastic geese any way, so I have 
to make it especially attractive. 
And I have to hide. 

I do go to great lengths to hide 
well. l'm shooting out of an old beat- 
up Avery Ground Force that even 
bare blends in relatively well; how- 
ever, each hunt I do factor in time 
to cut fresh green bunch grass and 
incorporate that into the re-grassing 
process. I take pains not to trample 
the short grass around my hide. I 
pick up empties and even wads in 
front and to the side of the blind loca- 
tion. I try, if possible, to set the layout 
in a depression, and I back the blind 
up to a still-standing clump of bunch 
grass. Would an A-frame blind work 
in my situation? Maybe. Ghillie suit? 
Maybe. Half-assed job of stubbling 
my layout? Again, maybe. But, asa 
friend in Iowa always said, I'm not 
out there to play Parcheesi. You want 
to shoot at something, and in order 
to do that and do that consistently, 
you have to hide. Period. 


A WORD ON AMMUNITION 

Now here's where many will dis- 
agree, and send emails to Mister 
Editor, but if you get into geese, 
and you get those honkers in to 
say, 30 yards, you don't need 3.5" 


BBs to kill them dead. You don't. If 


you enjoy recoil, by all means have 
at it, but to me, that's overkill. I'm 
partial to pattern density and pellet 
count, and vice versa. Am I going 
to bite the financial bullet, pun 
intended, and spring for a box of 
Hevi-Shot's Hevi-X £4? Yes, I am. 
Actually and to be quite honest, I 
shot a mix of Hevi-X #4, original 
Hevi-Shot #4, and Kent’s new bis- 
muth in #3 during the 2020 late 
season here, and was impressed 
with the performance of all three 


but theoretically I'm using fewer 
because they work so well. You can 
certainly get along with a qual- 
ity steel during March, something 
like Kent Fasteel 2.0 or Winchester 
Xpert High Velocity, both in #2, 
or Hevi-Metal #3s, and of course 
Black Cloud #2s work just fine. 
So, long story short, February and 
March are not just for day-dream- 
ing about turkey season or fishing 
the annual Maumee River (Ohio) 
walleye run, though either one of 
those would be excellent decisions 


‘For those not willing to let go 
of fowling come the end of 
January,there are big late geese 
in the Pacific Northwest." 


shotshells. Iam conservative in my 
shooting, rarely shooting at any- 
thing beyond 30 yards. I do believe 
in the exceptional performance of 
the non-steel non-toxics, like those 
mentioned above, if used judi- 
ciously and conservatively on big 
geese. Yes, there's a money trade- 
off, they cost considerably more, 


on your part. For those not willing 
to let go of 'fowling come the end 
of January, there are big late geese 
out here in the Pacific Northwest, 
some of them still eager to take a 
ride in Grandpa's pickup. After all, 
there's plenty of time for longbeards 
and fishing once the March 10 rolls 
‘round, ain't there? 
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THE INDIANA JONES OF WATERFOWLING 


THE SIGHT OF LAND grew 
smaller and smaller as Chris Nico- 
lai yanked on the starter cord to no 
avail. One fuel tank had run dry, and 
he had swapped it for the extra that 
the Cessna pilot left with them as he 
took the last load of biologists to less 
remote parts of the Alaskan Bush. 
Unscrewing the cap revealed about a 
quarter of the fluid was water. Chris 
Nicolai, and his wife and fellow 
biologist Amy, were drifting toward 
Russia at the mercy of the Bering 
Sea, one of the most notoriously dan- 
gerous waters on earth. 

Alaska’s Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta 
is so named because the Yukon and 
Kuskokwim Rivers bisect the fertile 
chunk of land. The abundance of 
lakes, ponds, streams, and coastline 
combine with ample vegetation to 
make the YK Delta one of the world’s 
most important waterfowl breeding 
regions, drawing ducks and geese 
from all four flyways. Approximately 
one million ducks and one million 
geese breed here annually, making it 
a significant study area for biologists 
like Nicolai, studying everything 
from mallards to Steller’s eiders. 

"All I could see was water," Nicolai 
said. 

The shoreline of the YK Delta dis- 
appeared from sight before Nico- 





lai could bring the engine back to 
life. Eventually, the duo was able to 
decant enough water from the gaso- 
line on the pitching seas to allow 
spark to take hold and the motor to 
fire, coaxing it to life long enough 
to reach the nearest shoreline. After 
beaching the vessel loaded with the 
last bits of gear the team used to 
monitor nests and band ducks on the 
coastal tundra in a sheltered cove, 
they let the gas settle long enough 


to siphon off the water and continue 
their journey up the Ninglifak River 
to a slightly more populous region 
where they would begin the next leg 
of their journey home. 

For most people, that harrowing 
journey would be the adventure 
of a lifetime. For Chris, it was just 
another day. Hardship comes with 
the territory for biologists working 
in the middle of nowhere, as Chris 
has been doing his entire adult 
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THE INDIANA JONES OF WATERFOWLING 


life. Though such adventures have | 


become routine for Chris, the experi- 
ence isn't for everyone. 

"We've had people land in Bethel 
and just quit. Some have even taken 
the puddle jumper all the way out to 
Chevak and given up," Chris says, 
referring to the YK Delta town of 
about 400 or so folks. “Of course, it's 
still winter up there when they touch 
down. It can be a shock if you're not 
used to it.” 

For Nicolai, it’s all just a cost of 
doing business that allows him to 
fulfill his passion, chasing ducks 
and geese year-round. Since his 
first paid duck job around his 20th 
birthday, Chris has been filling the 
time between hunting seasons that 
always seem to be woefully short by 
studying waterfowl. This vocation 
has taken him to the farthest reaches 
of the high arctic down to Baja Cali- 
fornia and damn near everywhere 
in between, even visiting another 
continent to hand-deliver his custom 
decoys and band another subspecies 
of brant, his favorite watefowl. 

Chris Nicolai has been toiling 
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behind the scenes to ensure that 
waterfowl populations in North 
America remain healthy for decades, 
working for a variety of state and 
federal agencies as well as conser- 
vation associations over the last 
twenty-something years. He's prob- 
ably handled as many waterfowl as 
the best out there, and leads the pack 
with the variety of species. Recently, 
he signed on as the Research Scien- 
tist with Delta Waterfowl, lending 
his decades of experience and exper- 
tise to the organization. Though he's 
published some 36 scientific papers, 
his passion lies in the field. 

“Any day I get to see a brant or 
a canvasback is a good day. If that 
involves my handmade decoys, 
even better!” 

Chris never stops pursuing ducks. 
Some folks brag about spending 130 
days a year in waders chasing ducks 
and geese. Chris addiction finds him 
donning waterproof britches some- 
where in the neighborhood of 310 
days in a good year, laying ina layout 
boat surrounded by his hand-carved 
canvasback blocks and a favored side 
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by side, or at the helm of an airboat 
rounding up ducks during an all- 
night banding drive. No matter what 
the calendar says, it’s always duck 
season for Chris Nicolai. 

There’s some contention as to how 
many species of huntable waterfowl 
there are in North America, but you 
can rest assured Chris has nearly har- 
vested them all (three remain; both 
whistlers and the mottled, but his 
list does already include Emperor 
geese and trumpeter swan). Whats 
even more remarkable is that he’s 
done so mostly on his own. Before 
he could drive, Chris's parents would 
deposit him in the Boundary Waters 
with a canoe and a camp stove for 
a month at a time. This experience 
taught him the self-reliance needed 
to navigate the harder-to-reach por- 
tions of the globe, making Nicolai 
at home everywhere from the Prai- 
rie Potholes to the Bering Sea. This 
made the daunting task of hunting 
Emperor geese and King eiders rela- 
tively easy for Chris, though friend 
and outfitter Jeff Wasley lent a hand 
(alaskaneideroutfitters.com). He 
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even took one of his daughters along 
after she drew one of the coveted 
Emperor goose tags, shooting the 
bird of a lifetime before she finished 
elementary school. 

Chris has passed his passion on 
to his young daughters, who spend 
more time hunting than a lot of 
adults. They share his love for 
waterfowl, no doubt the result of 
the many times they tagged along in 
field camps and on extended hunt- 
ing trips. The two girls have become 
quite proficient with their .410s, the 
result of a patient father and a lot of 
clays. Nicolai has hand loaded TSS 
shot into the diminutive shells to 
give the girls the knockdown power 
and pellet density needed to fill swan 
tags. Despite their young age, they 
have taken more species of water- 
fowl than most will in their entire 
lives. His two daughters are usually 
his primary helpers banding ducks in 
the (relatively) easy to get to places. 

While Chris is just a few species 
away from taking every species of 
North American waterfowl with a 
shotgun; he’s already handled them 
all alive. One of the best tools in a 
waterfowl manager's toolbox is band- 
ing, giving biologists insight into 
everything from migration routes 
to life spans, reproductive success, 
dispersal and population growth. 
But before you can give them a band, 
you have to catch them — something 


Chris has perfected over the years. In 
his career, Chris has employed a vari- 
ety of methods beyond the rocket 
net to capture birds for banding, 


everywhere from the northernmost 
reaches of the globe to Louisiana's 
coastal marshes. 

After hunting seasons have closed, 
it's a pretty safe bet you can find 
Chris sitting in a blind overlooking 
a big pile of corn, waiting for a mess 
of ducks to land on the buffet. Nico- 
lai is an accomplished rocket net- 
ter, using an explosive mixture to 
propel large nets over flighted birds 
congregated over bait, but that's not 
the only tool he regularly employs 
to catch ducks. To catch divers he 
employs an airboat with a couple of 
technicians on the bow, using nets 
to grab the birds as they attempt to 
skitter off the water's surface in the 
dark. He can even be found working 
his way through tall grass in search 
of cinnamon teal nests with his yel- 
low Lab locating the clutches. 

Its not all glory, however, as is 
the case with botulinum outbreaks, 
which can kill thousands of ducks 
at a time. Something we have seen 
in Northern California this year at 
the worst level in 40 years, with over 
40,000 ducks dead by early Septem- 
ber. Those birds must be removed so 
other ducks don't consume the mag 
gots and get infected by the neuro 
toxic protein themselves, furthering 
the epidemic. 

“Youre out there in 104 degree 
heat, picking up birds that are mostly 
maggots. It’s no one’s idea of fun. We 
usually dont get repeat volunteers. 

“The prairie potholes produce a 
lot of ducks but nesting behaviors 
are often interrupted by agricultural 


practices. When conducting surveys 
youre never certain if ducks were 
bumped off the wetland by a tractor 
passing by a couple minutes earlier.” 

Nicolai has spent a significant 
amount of time in the Arctic band- 
ing breeding populations of ducks 
and geese, giving those of us that 
hunt in the Lower 48 an idea of 
where our birds come from. During 
his trips to the high and low arctic, 
individual ducks and geese are often 
captured by hand on the nest, fit- 
ted with bands or high tech trackers 
that beam back their location peri- 
odically. He’s even banded brant gos- 
lings before they hatch, cutting the 
eggshell open as soon as they start to 
break through and applying a special 
band that’s attached to the webbing 
in their right foot. 

“I love seeing waterfowl in pristine 
habitats, just doing their thing free 
of man-made interruptions. Here, 
they exist in their natural densities 
because the area is free of almost all 
human interference. ” 

Chris has taken part in countless 
banding drives performed when 
birds are molting, pushing flight- 
less waterfowl into hastily con 
structed net enclosures until they 
can be id'd for sex, weighed, mea- 
sured, and banded. To cover large 
swaths of tundra efficiently, Chris 
has hitched a ride in a helicopter to 
drive vast numbers of snow geese 
into pens where they can be banded 
in mass. But that’s not the only time 
he spends in small aircraft chasing 
birds, as he was a regular participant 





in the annual population surveys 
conducted via airplane, identifying 
waterfowl as they cruise along just 
above the deck. 

A visit to the Nicolai household 
reveals a collection of stuffed water- 
fowl affixed to nearly every available 
surface. The walls hold giant tundra 
swans, necks outstretched in a flying 
pose. More than a few black brant 
grace the residence on pedestals or 
in flying poses, an indication of his 
fondness for the species. Harlequins 
play jester to stately Emperor Geese, 
flanked by other denizens of the far 
north, including all four eider species. 
Most of these have been preserved 
by his hand, often with the help of 
his daughters. To further his study of 
waterfowl form, he is in the process of 
building an aviary at his home. 

Chris is also a talented decoy 
carver. His understanding of water- 
fowl anatomy, honed by stuffing 
birds and handling living birds 
while banding, is clearly visible in 
his hand-carved works of art. Like 
most things, Chris jumped into carv- 
ing with both feet, not satisfied to 
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just buy lumber and pick up a rasp. 
Every year, he obtains a permit to 
cut wood in a national forest and 
fills a trailer to the gills with enough 
straight-grained sugar pine to supply 
him and his friends with decoys for 
the coming season. Though they are 
intended to be gunners, some of his 
blocks have commanded as much 
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as $3,500 at the Washington Brant 
Foundation banquet, a testament to 
his carving prowess. 

Through his banding and telem- 
etry projects, Chris has provided 
waterfowl managers invaluable data 
to set seasons that maximize oppor- 
tunities for hunters but ensure the 
health of the species for the future. 
But, Chris wants to acknowledge 
all the others that share similar pas- 
sions and have facilitated all of these 
adventures. He values all the invita- 
tions he’s received from fellow biolo- 
gists over the years, usually burn- 
ing up his vacation days to assist. A 
work-cation? 

“I get a unique opportunity to visit 
other insane banders,” he says. 

Chris, like many other waterfowl 
bios, is often tied to his own projects. 
However, he takes every opportu- 
nity to work with other top-level 
banders, learning from each through 
their unique systems and tricks. By 
collaborating with others, Chris can 
take what he learned and improve 
his own banding programs. 

His dedication to waterfowl 
research will mean that future gen- 
erations will have ducks visiting the 
decoys come daybreak. Chris has 
made education a major tenet of his 
new role at Delta Waterfowl, handing 
down his hard-earned knowledge of 
all things ducks and fieldwork to the 
next generation of waterfowl biolo- 
gists in the same way he’s imparting 
it to his daughters. 
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A lights-out Kansas crane hunt 
, is something every 
waterfowler must experience. 
BY SKIP KNOWLES 
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— — WATERFOWLING CAN BE such 
NE 1. | 

= a tough, demanding sport, and so 
= dependent on weather fluctuations 
E and the fickle temperament of birds, 
E it seems like we are constantly brac- 
| ing ourselves for a degree of disap- 
pointment. We know each outing 
can be a long waiting game, and 
hope in our souls that today will 
yield one of those great moments 
we live for. 

We feel this way deeply enough 
that it can almost feel bizarre when a 
waterfowl hunt goes really well right 
out of the gate, the birds cooperating 
from the very start. 

We'd been looking forward to 
this Oklahoma/Kansas border crane 
hunt for over a year, and brushed 
up our blinds in the darkness at the 
edge of a no-till grain field anxiously. 
Every crevice in the panel blinds was 
stuffed with straw, and a stiff south 
wind was warm enough we didnt 
need gloves despite it being early 
December. Overcast skies sent mes- 
sages through the air, telegraphing 
the call of the wild sandhill crane 
to our ears, as 12 shooters hoping to 
bag a total of 36 cranes grew ever- 
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more eager at the sounds. 

The blinds were aluminum cus- 
tom panel frame by design, some 
of the best and most comfortable 
we d seen, with rows of chairs inside, 
yet nearly invisible as well as easy to 
assemble. 


day. Their giant wings, long necks, 
huge heads and incredibly long legs 
reached out, with some birds touch- 
ing down before the others had 
landed. They paid heavily. Water- 
fowlers live for that "feet down" 
moment, and there is nothing in 


When I saw his spread of 
Stuffers, | knew they werent In 
it just tor money. You don t build 


a spread like that to try to 
make a quick buck. 





And the hides were murderously 
effective. They came at first light, 
croaking in that primitive trilling 
sound they make that carries so far 
and clear you are just sure they are 
within 50 yards but might still be a 
quarter-mile out. 

First a group of 15 or so glided 
in, an incredible sight, to open the 





‘fowling quite like the long legs of a 
sandhill crane stretching toward the 
ground. Hiding from all those pry- 
ing eyesis no small trick when trying 
to hunt a dozen gunners. 

Alex Langbell cracked his first- 
ever pterodactyl with a load of Black 
Cloud TSS #3-9s, which proved as 
lethal as the price tag of those shells 
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implies they should. The rest of the 
blind erupted in booming shotguns. 

A few seconds of stunned silence 
followed all the gunfire, everyone 
a tad overwhelmed by the experi- 
ence and taking it in. Then a loud 
whoop broke out as young Kyle, the 
son of owner Bryan Baker, ran out to 
pick up birds and chase a few down, 
arms raised and shouting. Nice to 
see a guide so thrilled and into the 
game. Cranewreckers guide service 
is renowned for a reason. 

“Crushed em,” said Sierra Langbell 
through that platinum smile of hers, 
like a kid who just got away with 
something as her Dad, Alex, tried to 
film while giggling with excitement. 
It is so nice when a long-held plan 
comes together. 

“Shoulda been here today!” I 
shouted. 

That would become the mantra 
for the trip, as waterfowlers are so 
used to hearing “shoulda been here 
yesterday/last week/last year.” Or 
the very worst, after heading home: 
“You shoulda stayed; the day after 
you left we were covered in birds.” 
We brace ourselves for the excuses. 
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Too much wind, not enough wind, 
too dry, too rainy. ..too overcast, too 
sunny. 

But once in a while, it just hap- 
pens, and this was a true crane 
wreck for some of our biggest and 


best-eating waterfowl. Alex, a 
talented long-time videographer, 
producer, goose guide and gen- 
eral waterfowling Alpha, set his 
gun down long enough to capture 
some of the best crane footage 
anywhere. He had organized the 
trip in an effort to get good friends 
together and have a new experi- 
ence. As usual, about half the team 
dropped out due to life demands. 
Alex has overseen the demise of 
many thousands of geese, but had 
never chased cranes. 

“The year prior, I had the opportu- 
nity to taste crane for the first time. 
That finally made me decide to go 
try it, so I just invited a few of my 
favorite people in the world along 
with me,” Alex recalls. “I had seen 
images from Bryan Baker and his son 
Kyle all over social media, and let’s 
admit it it's pretty tough to forget 
the name Cranewreckers and seeing 
piles of dozens of birds, a bird that is 


illegal in many states." 

Alex reached out to Bryan, who 
knew who he was from TV and 
social media and enthusiastically 
invited him to hunt. 

“Talking to him on the phone, he 
was just so nice and genuine that I 
felt confident hunting with him," 
Alex says. "Then when I saw his 
spread of stuffers (real bird taxidermy 
decoys), I realized they weren't in it 
just for the money. You don't spend 
hundreds of hours building a beauti- 
ful spread like that because you are 
trying to make a quick buck. I know 
from running 12 dozen stuffers 
myself when I was guiding.” 

Better still, Kyle and his dad are a 
riot, fun guys. So many guides have 
great hunting skills and are drawn to 
the life by that, but lack solid people 
skills, when the human connection is 
just as critical. This father-son team 
has an infectious enthusiasm, to say 
the least. 

Like both Langbells, I’m a died- 
in-the-waders waterfowl hunter 
who never dreamed one his all-time 
favorite outings would be pursuing 
these giant stork-like creatures in a 
dry field, not birds with green or 


November 2020 | WILDFOWL Magazine 85 | 


T 


Missam аж ср. UM 





© Skip Knowles 














Low 
игл 


= 
, 
_— 






= 
ғ 
=ч 


HILL SPECTACULAR 





а l 
%% 
` s 
JA 
П л 
; 


b ack-and-white heads, but rather 


д а | 6 


a long, wicked, Halloween-y sort 


of beak. 


Six more giant grey birds with 


—— — -— a crimson crown atop their heads 








ghosted in with no circling. They all 
crumpled to the ground in about two 
seconds. Amazing. 

A client from Indiana was beside 
himself with the excitement, and 
described the morning hunt as 
"some sort of religious experience." 

Suddenly the approach of calling 
cranes revealed that a real mob had 
glided in as we hunkered behind 
the straw covering the blind, trying 
to peer without showing our eager 
faces. Nearly two dozen cranes did 
it dirty and birds folded straight into 
the kill-hole at the shots. 

It's almost hard to think of cranes 
as waterfowl, until you really see 
them in a roost, flocks covering acres 
of water like giant goose decoys on 
stilts, standing in the shallows. I 
first saw that in Saskatchewan, as 
what I thought were scattered grass 
clumps in the ponds in the pre-dawn 
darkness slowly starting making that 
sound as they stirred, flapped their 
wings and took flight. 

They are one of the brightest 
spots in waterfowling, with ever- 
more cranes in the migration annu- 
ally and bag limits and opportunities 
increasing. Bryan reported the 2019 
season witnessed the second highest 


peak ever for birds in the Kansas- 
Oklahoma area. Huge black clouds 
appeared in the distance, treelines 
on the horizon covered completely 
end to end in wafting giant flocks of 
wintering cranes. 

The Cranewreckers follow the 
birds. At first we heard we were 
going to hunt Kansas, then Okla- 
homa, then Kansas again. Alex found 
us a nice hotel in Oklahoma near 
the north border that was so cheap 
it seemed like a throwback in time, 
one of those midwest rarities you can 
still discover if you get far enough 
away from the U.S. coasts. 

Kyle had a luxury room at the 
world's best cheap hotel, where he 
tried to kill us all with smoke by 
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torching ribeyes on a small grill. The 
window just didn't cut it, and we 
pondered whether to hit the floor 
and crawl toward the door, happy 
Alex's day job is a head firefighter. 

Back in the blind, the guides 
would make the strangest whistling 
sounds that don't sound like these 
monster pteranodons, but imitates 
juveniles. The birds sound like they 
are right on top of you but might be 
a hundred yards out, which drags 
out the anticipation like you cannot 
believe. 

Luckily, they are not hard to hit, 
and oddly enough for such a huge 
bird, I soon thought how easy they 
would have been to kill with a 20 
gauge at that range, aiming for the 
middle of their neck as they wafted 
in. They lack that deception that 
geese have of moving much faster 
than they appear. I had been think- 
ing to bring heavy turkey loads of 
TSS but that long neck is quite a tar- 
get, and they fly with great grace, 
but not quickly. ..at least on this day, 
finishing into the wind. 

The result is a short hunt when 
they cooperate, and we really let 
them have it in a handful of monster 
flurries that would fill coolers with 
some of the greatest meat mother 
nature serves up. 

Cranewreckers, indeed. Bryan's 
team has all the right access, and an 
entirely different decoy spread that 
money cannot buy. It's not a mix; 
they are all stuffers and that is all 
the difference in the world. Kyle 
hand-builds each decoy from a dead 
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| great care delicately in their trailer, 


which is fitted with special racks to 


cradle each mounted crane. 


They are so lethal the team sees 
other local guides setting up just 
hoping to shoot their "bounce" birds 
and score on some leftovers. Bryan 
says he knows of nobody else using a 
big stuffer spread, and believes there 
is a subtle iridescent sheen that birds 
can see on real bird feathers that sim- 
ply cant be replicated by something 
made of plastic. 

Watch Alex's video on Youtube 
("Kansas Cranes") and you'll see the 
difference, the feathers rippling in the 
wind on the decoys. You'll also see 
everyone in the video wide-eyed and 
smiling in mild disbelief at the hunt 
that unfolds. 

How do you crane-train dogs? 

“What I would suggest is start-by 
getting a bad ass dog,” Kyle com- 
ments. 

These birds are famously danger- 
ous, with tales of blinding and even 
killing dogs with that evil spiked 
beak. Colorado waterfowler Mike 
Miller told me of his first experi- 
ence with them, on a duck hunt that 
turned into a surprise sandhill beat- 
down. His prized Lab came running 
back with the first bird, and to his 
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great horror, he took it from the 
dog's mouth only to see the crane's 
entire beak and part of its head was 
deeply imbedded in the side of his 
dog's face. 

Good idea to check out Rex- 
specs.com for a pair of doggles (dog 
goggles) to protect your pooch if 
you plan to send them on a crane 
retrieve. The birds have a nasty habit 
of looking very dead and then stand- 
ing up to fight. Also, Alex sells a top- 
notch first aid kit (gundogoutdoors. 
com) so good you can use a lot of it 
on humans in a pinch. 

Nasty fight club habits aside, 
cranes are giant, fascinating birds, 
with wild mating rituals and long 
lifespans. Many are old-timers, 
which, like older snow geese, make 
them danged tough to fool. Even 
in Canada they can be wildly hard 
to finish over plastic decoys. They 
are not sexually mature, Bryan 
says, until three years old, and 
are commonly 12 to 15 years old. 
That gives you a great appreciation 
when you see those huge flocks for 
just how much bio-history you are 
looking at. 

Most crane hunts I'd been on pro- 
vide that thrilling spectacle, but the 
flocks skirt you just out of range, and 
you are lucky to kill seven or eight. 
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Not this time. 

“Shoulda been here today,’ indeed. 
Anytime you can get on a hunt it’s 
great, but it is so much better with 
old friends. The kid sister I never 
wanted, Sierra occasionally took 
time from hurling caustic, unso- 
licited insults at me—her usual 
charm—to show just what she can 
do with a shotgun and shoot some 
terrific images. Alex is about as quick 
to laugh or crack a smile as anyone 
you ve met. The Washington native 
has witnessed many great hunts, yet 
was ecstatic about the entire day, like 
only someone who has committed 
their life to the hunt can be. 

“It brought back the same nervous 
excitement I had hunting swans, 
another bird that is illegal to hunt 
in much of the lower 48. I just knew 
the game warden was watching us," 
he said. 

One and done? Bucket list check- 
off? 

“No. I will definitely do it again,” 
he said. “Besides the fact that the 
meat is about as good as you are 
going to find on a wild bird, the 
sight of a dozen sandhills gliding 
in wingtip to wingtip with their 
incredible wingspan...it's as big an 
adrenaline rush as you will ever 
experience hunting waterfowl" 4 
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FOWL THOUGHTS 


a whiz at writing code, we launched 
our product the very next week. 
“Timber™: The App That Connects 
Duck Hunters To Duck Hunters” 
(like Tinder™, get it??). 

Within the first week, the app had 
27 users. The next week: 212. When 
we crested 700 the third week in, I 
decided it was time to give it a try 
for myself. It took less than an hour 
to make my profile and answer the 
fifty-question personal waterfowl- 
ing survey: "How often do you hunt 
waterfowl?” “What do you consider 
a perfect morning in the marsh?” 
“Which waterfowl species represents 
your spirit animal?” Then the algo- 
rithm did the rest. Within minutes, 
the app had matched my profile with 
five possible local matches—all avail- 
able to hunt the next Saturday. 

The second match from the bot- 
tom caught my eye: username 
“Goosekilla77.” His profile picture 
was a sunrise silhouette beside a duck 
blind, shotgun resting on his shoul- 
der, a pair of birds dangling from his 
left hand. His motto of “hunt ‘em 
anywhere, any way I can” reflected 
the kind of flexible waterfowling 
approach I valued and... he had a 
boat. Same early-2000's War Eagle 
model that Duane used to run, in fact. 

I just had a feeling this guy and I 
would hit it off. I typed up an invita- 
tion to meet me at 4 a.m. at the public 
river launch that Saturday, hit "send," 
and five minutes later got an affirma- 
tive reply. We were on for Saturday. 

I felt giddy when the 3 a.m. alarm 
went off on the day of the hunt. I was 
nervous, kind of like a seventh grader 
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on the night of their first school 
dance. It’s just a hunt, I reminded 
myself, but it felt like more. The 
loss of my previous hunting partner 
was still fresh, and I couldn't help 
but hope this morning would bring 
some healing—and a second chance at 
a waterfowl friendship. I'll do better 
this time, I vowed as I finished up the 
last few lines of my camo face paint 
in the bathroom mirror. 

In fact, a flash of worry clouded my 


idling in the corner, away from the 
lineup at the launch. I blinked my 
headlights, pulled next to the pickup 
and rolled down my window. The 
driver rolled down his window. 

His eyes squinted in confusion, 
then widened. “Nate?” 

“Duane?” I sputtered. 

We stared at each other in stunned 
silence for a beat, then both began 
talking at once. Duane explained how 
miserable he'd been while hunting 


“These sound like dating 
profiles, my wife said after 
viewing hunter s 
posts on my phone. 


face when I realized Duane could be 
unloading his boat at the same launch 
where I was planning to meet my 
new hunting partner. It had been one 
of our favorite spots, back in the day. 
I hoped not. Га seen enough of big- 
beard-Brad already and didn’t want 
the sight of him and Duane palling 
around to ruin my morning. 
Fortunately, there was no sign of 
Duane’s rig when I pulled into the 
launch. “Pl be in a blue Chevy,” 
Goosekilla77 had written to me. ‘TH 
meet you on the north side of the lot.” 
Sure enough, there was a blue pickup 
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with Brad. “Never in my life have I 
met such a simpering prima donna.” 
He talked about how finally things 
came to a head last week with a big 
argument. “He kept saying something 
about peanuts,’ Duane muttered, and 
how he downloaded the Timber app 
because he figured I'd meant what 
I'd said about never wanting to hunt 
with him again. I contributed my 
own blubbering plea for forgiveness, 
which Duane denied was even neces- 
sary, but I could see by his smile he 
both appreciated and accepted my 
apology. 

“But dude...the truck?” I asked, ges- 
turing at the blue Chevy. 

"Its my uncle's. My Ford is in the 
shop. But..," he added with a grin, pat- 
ting his blind bag, "Don't worry. I still 
brought all my usual snacks." 

I was besieged by a sudden wave of 
dreadful flashbacks but shook them off 
with a shudder. This was no time to be 
dredging up old beefs. So, I just gave 
Duane a thumbs up, pointed to the 
launch line, and said, "Well, we'd bet- 
ter get a move on.” and then I paused, 
savoring the word, “partner.” . 
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Blind Date razo 


How do you find a new hunting partner? By Nate Corley 


IF YOU READ last months is- 
sue, you know that I recently went 
through an ugly breakup. Duane, my 
hunting partner of over two decades, 
had been driving me nuts. Showing 
up late, stiffing me on gas money, 
eating peanuts in the blind with all 
the tidiness and decorum of a ba- 
boon six Red Bulls in. I just couldn't 
take it anymore. So, I broke up with 
him. I told him our days in the blind 
were over. It was time to go our sep- 
arate ways. He took it well. I didn't. 
Hunting alone turned out to be 
more dismal than I anticipated, and it 
wasn't two weeks later that I spotted 


Duane eating breakfast with a shiny 
new hunting partner. Let's call him 
“Brad.” An impeccably bearded, 
huge pickup-driving, Instagram 
influencer/ waterfowl demigod who 
for some reason decided dragging 
Duane along on his hunts would be 
good for his brand. 

There were three weeks left in the 
season. I needed a new hunting part- 
ner, and fast. But how to find one? If 
you scroll through any of the online 
hunting forums right now, you'll see 
that finding a hunting partner is no 
easy task. Each message board is lit- 
tered with cries for help from lonely 


Marsh Madness By Bruce Cochran 
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fowlers: “New to the area—looking 
for a duck hunting partner;” “Aspir- 
ing goose hunter seeking mentor;" 
“Anyone want to join forces for teal 
season?" "Who's got a spot in the 
blind this year?” 

I clicked on a few of these posts out 
of curiosity. Most followed the same 
basic formula. The guy explains why 
he’s been hunting solo: “Job trans- 
fer, "Just getting into duck hunt- 
ing," "Haven t hunted since I was a 
kid...." Then, he explains his duck 
hunting goals: "Just want to shoot a 
few on the weekends," "Would love 
to learn how to field hunt honkers." 
Finally, he concludes by listing his 
duck hunting assets: "I've got a new 
boat and three bags of decoys,” “My 
uncle has access to private land,” 
“Recently completed my third month 
of parole.” 

“These sound like dating profiles,” 
my wife commented after I showed 
her a few on my phone. 

“Huh?” 

“Dating profiles. Like you'd read 
on e-harmony or something.” She 
explained. “Just add a pouty selfie 
and you couldn't tell the difference. 
You guys really need a better platform 
for this sort of thing." She paused. 
"Honey, are you ok?" 

I'd gone silent, thinking, then 
jumped from my seat with a snap 
of my fingers. Unwittingly, my wife 
had just offered the perfect solution 
to my woes. I was going to make a 
dating website for duck hunters. Not 
to spark romance, but to help lonely 
hunters find a blind buddy. 

I got to work immediately, and 
after some late-night coordinating 
with an old college nerd friend who's 
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